


PRAISE FOR THE
EXTRAORDINARY LEADER

“The Zenger Folkman leadership model is distinguished from others in that
it is backed up by research and data. That data validates the effectiveness of
identifying an individual’s strengths and developing them, rather than
focusing on weaknesses. The Zenger Folkman philosophy has its eye on the
right goal – real, measurable results.”

—Bill Blase
Senior Executive Vice President

Human Resources
AT&T Corp.

“I fell in love with The Extraordinary Leader on page 1. From the moment 
I started reading I really got jazzed, and my enthusiasm only increased the
more I read. You see, I’m just mad about books that attack cherished but
unsupportable assumptions about anything, especially leadership. That’s
exactly what Jack Zenger and Joe Folkman do, and they do it persuasively,
precisely, and professionally. The Extraordinary Leader is no hackneyed
rehashing of tired nostrums. Through their exceptional research, the authors
demonstrate and prove that leadership does make a difference and that you
can learn to lead. There are some profound insights in this book, and
whether you’ve studied leadership for over 20 years, as I have, or you are
brand new to the subject, Zenger and Folkman give you much more than
your money’s worth. And while their research gives the book distinctive
credibility, their examples and practical applications give it life. This is a
book that scholars and practitioners will be referring to for years to come.



If your goal is to be a better leader than you are today, then you must read
this book.”

—James M. Kouzes
Chairman Emeritus, Tom Peters Company

Coauthor of The Leadership Challenge
and Encouraging the Heart

“Joe Folkman and Jack Zenger have proved themselves to be extraordinary
thinkers. In their new book, The Extraordinary Leader, they unfold the most
intriguing and provocative new research on leadership that I have
encountered in many years. This book is a ‘must read’ for anyone faced with
the day-to-day challenges of developing extraordinary leadership talent
within an organization.”

—Annie LaBombard
Director of Leadership

Fireman’s Fund Insurance Company

“Read this book! Its approach to understanding leadership development is
unique: It uses data, not opinion! Some of the insights are intuitive, but
many are counterintuitive. Extraordinarily readable, this book represents
some of the best thinking on leadership I’ve seen in a long while.”

—E. David Spong
President, Military Aerospace Support

The Boeing Company

“Ordinarily, I’d say the last thing we need is another book on leadership. But
The Extraordinary Leader by Jack Zenger and Joe Folkman is refreshingly
different. Rather than serve up yesterday’s anecdotes, they’ve performed the
heavy lifting of empirical data collection and analysis. The foreword
promises clarity, simplicity, and utility in addressing the real-world
challenges of developing leaders, and this book delivers that and more. This
is a must read.”

—Jon Younger, Ph.D.
Senior Vice President, Leadership Development

National City Corporation

“The authors’ promise on the bottom of page 3 to do their best ‘to unravel
the mystery of leadership through careful analysis and observation’ of a huge



database ‘by emulating Sherlock Holmes,’ grabbed my attention. Always an
avid mystery reader, I found myself compulsively turning pages, devouring
the entire book, like any good mystery, in one sitting. I especially appreciated
the wisdom found in Insights 1 to 20, the nonobvious competency
companions, and the distinctions between mattress and tent leadership
models. By the last chapter (when all at last had been revealed), I had
deduced a far better way to help my organization become a company of
leaders than I’ve been able to figure out in the past 20 years!”

—Sallie T. Hightower, Ed.D.
Conoco University

Conoco, Inc.

“Finally someone has moved beyond theory and complicated models to tell
us what great leaders really bring to the party. Zenger and Folkman have
effectively summarized data on 20,000 leaders that help us understand what
really makes leaders tick. Any serious student of leadership will both enjoy
this book’s journey and walk away with useful new insights that will help
them and others.”

—Ralph Christensen
Senior Vice President, Human Resources

Hallmark Cards, Inc.

“This book has changed the way I think! If you want to move from good to
great as a leader, don’t focus on a weakness; instead, take a strength and
build on it. Jack Zenger and Joe Folkman have written an important book,
full of insight and based on sound research. It will shape the way 
we help our clients develop executives.”

—Douglas D. Anderson
Founder and Managing Partner

Center for Executive Development–Boston

“This is a ‘must read’ for coaches, leaders, and those who develop them. 
The Extraordinary Leader goes beyond anecdotes or ‘war stories’; it builds
upon comprehensive research. It is destined to be a classic in our field.”

—Marshall Goldsmith
Named by Forbes as one of five top executive coaches and one of the 

Wall Street Journal’s “Top 10” executive educators



This page intentionally left blank 



TH E
EXTRAOR DI NARY
LEADER



This page intentionally left blank 



New York Chicago San Francisco Lisbon London Madrid
Mexico City Milan New Delhi San Juan Seoul

Singapore Sydney Toronto

COMPLETELY REVISED AND EXPANDED EDITION

TH E
EXTRAOR DI NARY
LEADER

R

T U R N I N G  G O O D
M A N A G E R S  I N T O
G R E A T  L E A D E R S

JOHN H. ZENGER & JOSEPH R. FOLKMAN



Copyright © 2009 by The McGraw-Hill Companies. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under
the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed
in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written 
permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-0-07-163003-0

MHID: 0-07-163003-1

The material in this eBook also appears in the print version of this title: ISBN: 978-0-07-162808-2,
MHID: 0-07-162808-8.

All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a trademark symbol after
every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial fashion only, and to the 
sbenefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the trademark. Where such 
designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial caps.

McGraw-Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and sales 
promotions, or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative please visit the
Contact Us page at www.mhprofessional.com.

TERMS OF USE

This is a copyrighted work and The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. (“McGraw-Hill”) and its licensors
reserve all rights in and to the work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except as permitted
under the Copyright Act of 1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the work, you may not
decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create derivative works based upon,
transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or any part of it without
McGraw-Hill’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncommercial and personal use;
any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the work may be terminated if you
fail to comply with these terms.

THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO GUAR-
ANTEES OR WARRANTIES AS TO THE ACCURACY, ADEQUACY OR COMPLETENESS OF
OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE WORK, INCLUDING ANY INFORMA-
TION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK VIA HYPERLINK OR OTHERWISE,
AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT
NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A
PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill and its licensors do not warrant or guarantee that the 
functions contained in the work will meet your requirements or that its operation will be 
uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill nor its licensors shall be liable to you or anyone else
for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of cause, in the work or for any damages resulting
therefrom. McGraw-Hill has no responsibility for the content of any information accessed through the
work. Under no circumstances shall McGraw-Hill and/or its licensors be liable for any indirect, inci-
dental, special, punitive, consequential or similar damages that result from the use of or inability to
use the work, even if any of them has been advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation
of liability shall apply to any claim or cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in 
contract, tort or otherwise.

www.mhprofessional.com


We dedicate this book to the thousands of leaders who courageously seek 
feedback from colleagues in their quest to improve their leadership skills.
They set a laudable example by rising out of their comfort zone and working
diligently to become better leaders.
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FOREWORD
Today’s business climate demands leadership throughout the organization.
The Extraordinary Leader draws on data from more than 200,000 individuals
who have rated more than 25,000 leaders to show how leaders can go from
being good to being great, from being average to being extraordinary. The
book focuses on the top 10 percent of leaders, as defined by their stakehold-
ers. These leaders are exemplars and should become the standard to which
others aspire.

The Extraordinary Leader both complements and advances the work we
began in Results-Based Leadership. In that earlier work, we argued that lead-
ership is a combination of attributes and results, but we focused there on the
“results” side of the equation; in this book, the authors emphasize the “attrib-
utes” side of the equation and thus move toward a more complete picture of
leadership. To this end, they are applying the logic from Jim Collins’ excellent
work on how organizations can go from good to great performance on the per-
sonal side of leadership. Rather than seeking quick fixes that don’t last, this
book proposes a leadership science that will offer sustaining and enduring lead-
ership value. The book successfully links these two approaches together, show-
ing how the attributes that make a difference to subordinates and peers are
exactly the ones that produce better results for the shareholders.

Leadership requires both attributes and results. There are two ways to dis-
cover these attributes. First, find those attributes that drive financial and other
results. Second, use “360-degree feedback” to define attributes that are right
“in the eye of the beholder.” Such 360-degree instruments help leaders deter-
mine what is expected from those they lead. They help leaders know the
intended attributes that mean the most to those being led.

This book is informative because of its rich and thorough content, and it
is useful because it contains ideas with impact, which will help leaders
become seen as extraordinary by their associates. It links perceptual data with
hard, quantitative business results, including unit profitability, retention sta-
tistics, customer satisfaction, and employee commitment measures.
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An important message of the book is that leaders can change. Leaders can
go from being good to being great, from being seen as adequate to being seen
as extraordinary. The process for getting from good to great may differ some-
what for each person, but there is a pattern. This pattern enables leaders to
discern what they need to do to deliver more value.

The book offers a plethora of content and new ways to think about leader-
ship based on both research and experience. It gives the reader multiple per-
spectives of leadership, but amidst all that complexity, the book promises
simplicity. The authors give the reader a conceptual framework by which to
understand leadership attributes. Their “tent” model is a powerful way to
describe leadership. I believe most readers will appreciate this graphic depiction
of an extremely complex (and sometimes obtuse) subject. Further, the model
moves beyond simply describing leadership to also describing ideal leadership
development methods—expanding strengths versus dithering about weaknesses.
The authors emphasize that the best way to raise a tent is to extend the poles
skyward, not to go looking for the drooping piece of canvas and propping it up.

One test of a business book is how it informs practice and action. The
observations made in this book will have impact when they change how lead-
ers think and/or behave. With this in mind, let me share what I would advise
a leader to do, based on the ideas in this book. I assume that this leader wants
to move from being good to being extraordinary, from being seen by subordi-
nates, peers, and supervisors as average to being in the top 10 percent in a
360-degree feedback or similar exercise.

• Display high personal character. Everything about great leadership
radiates from character. Personal character improves the probability of
exhibiting strong interpersonal skills. Some of this perceived character
is innate and based on a personal value set; but more is driven by the
leader’s self-awareness and interactions with others.

• Start small. Going from good to great follows an “S” curve of learning.
Starting small means doing something now, something within your
control that will have immediate impact. As small things cumulate,
bigger things will happen. A leader should identify some quick, simple,
and readily visible things that can be done along the “S” curve path.

• Excel at something. The worst leaders (34th percentile, or bottom
third) have an “average” profile, with no great strengths or weaknesses.
They are vanilla leaders, not standing out on anything. The impact of
one perceived strength moves leaders to the 64th percentile, and three
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strengths moves them to the 81st percentile. My advice to you as a
leader is to figure out what you are good at and improve it to the 
90 percent level. Be good at something, then a few things.

• Connect competencies and leverage combinations. You are a better
leader when you connect competencies and see the power of
combinations. For example, leaders who are highly competent at
Focus on Results and Interpersonal Skills have a powerful
combination. With a single strength in Interpersonal Skills, only 
9 percent are at the 90th percentile. With a single strength in Focus
on Results, only 13 percent are at the 90th percentile. With a
combination (both Interpersonal Skills and Focus on Results
perceived as strengths), 66 percent are at the 90th percentile.

• Use a nonlinear approach to becoming a better leader. For example, if
you get lousy feedback on technical skills, the best approach may not
be to work on improving your technical skills. The authors’ proposal
for competency companions suggests that it may be in your interest to
improve your interpersonal skills as the best way to improve the
perception of your technical skills.

• Build on your strengths. Figure out what you do well and magnify it. It
only takes strength in a few (two to four) attributes while being average
in the rest to achieve a high probability of being seen as a great leader.
So, a leader needs to build on strengths. Find what you do well, then
find the combination of competencies that you should do well to be
seen as more effective.

• Remedy fatal flaws. The authors provide data showing that these are
an inability to learn from mistakes and develop new skills; being
interpersonally inept; being closed to new ideas; failure to be
accountable for results; not taking initiative. Assess yourself and see
how others assess you on these five fatal flaws. If any show up, work on
them fast and furiously.

These suggestions are just the beginning of ideas with impact that you can
draw from this book. However, these ideas represent the content that may help
you as a leader to move from being good to being great. In the context of
today’s organizations, applying these ideas will not only help leaders improve
but also help organizations become more competitive.

Dave Ulrich
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INTRODUCTION
“What will I gain from reading this book?”

“Will it be worth the effort I expend in plowing into its contents?”
“Will there be a good return on the time I invest in reading and studying it?”
“What about this book is different than other books on the subject of 

‘leadership’?”
Those are justifiable questions. The more you know about our objectives

and the nature of this book, the easier it will be for you to arrive at good
answers to those questions. Purchasing any book lightens your purse or wal-
let a tad, but the real investment is not dollars. Reading any book consumes
an extremely valuable commodity—your time.

We had three primary objectives in writing this book. First was simplicity.
We insisted that the book provide a clear, understandable message. Nothing
is more irritating than to read a book on a topic of great personal interest and
then close the book and not be able to summarize the book’s point of view or
basic thesis. We do not expect everyone to agree fully with all the conclusions
we put forth.

But agree or not, this book contains a simple model of leadership, our
answer about whether leadership can be developed, how leadership can be
developed by individuals themselves, and what organizations can do to
develop leaders. We present a case study of an organization that successfully
transforms people into effective leaders. We present 20 insights, many of them
new ideas, about leadership. These create the framework of the book.

Our second objective was that the contents be actionable. We do not expect
that every idea in the book will be something you can implement immedi-
ately; but success for us will be your ability to take a great portion of our find-
ings and be able to do something with them. We believe that real learning
shows up in new behavior.

If this book is a serious vehicle of learning, then the way to measure 
its value is via the new actions you take. In leadership development 
programs, there is the perennial plea to the instructors for “What do I do on
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Monday morning?” Books on leadership should meet the same test. Most 
recommendations are ones that mere mortals can use comfortably—on 
Monday morning.

Our third objective was that the book be empirical. We insisted that it be
based on hard data, facts, and statistical analyses. Huge sets of data were the
touchstone to which we constantly returned.

Frankly, we tire of books by executives and business writers that primarily
express personal philosophies and beliefs, especially when they are so incon-
sistent. The discipline of leadership and those committed to developing lead-
ers inside organizations surely deserve better. Our standard was to have every
conclusion grounded in objective data. The combination of hard data and
statistical analyses were to be the point of the spear. It then became our task
to make sense of the data and to put logical explanations around our findings.

We welcome feedback from readers. The topic deserves a great deal of dia-
logue from all of us who are concerned with the future of our great institu-
tions—universities, schools, hospitals, government agencies, and businesses.
These all need leaders to flourish. Our hope is that the information that fol-
lows will in some small way aid in the development of those much-needed
leaders.
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1

DEMYSTIFYING
LEADERSHIP

Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena 
on Earth.

—J. M. Burns

The aura with which we tend to surround the words leader and leadership
makes it hard to think clearly. Good sense calls for demystification.

—John Gardner

The Mystery Remains
While we were seated at a dinner table recently, it became known that we
were writing a book. A dinner guest immediately inquired, “What is the book
about?”

“It is about leadership,” one of us replied.
Without hesitation the guest inquired, “Do you really think people can be

developed into leaders? Aren’t they born that way?” (We’d like to have a dol-
lar for every time that question has been asked of us over the past decades.)
The question seems as hardy as cockroaches or crocodiles. People in general
have that query at the tops of their minds and so do a lot of CEOs and pub-
lic organization leaders.

And the question is really in two parts. If the question is answered using
the popular party line that says, “Of course you can develop leadership in 
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people,” the immediate follow-up question is, “How do you do that?” It is to
those two basic questions that we address this book.

Does the world need anything more written on the subject of leadership?
On the one hand, it could be argued that the answer is a loud “No!” 
Consider the fact that more than 10,000 articles have been published about
leadership in the past century. Whereas some are based on research, most
reflect the personal opinions of the authors regarding leadership, derived from
their own experiences or their observations of leaders. Many are written by
successful business executives and reflect their own beliefs about what made
them successful.

Add to that approximately a thousand research studies that have been 
conducted on leadership and published in scholarly journals. Then add nearly
a thousand books that have been written about leadership over the past 100
years. Many of these were written by practicing leaders, and others were writ-
ten by academicians and consultants who sought to explain this important
role that some people perform. Given that immense body of literature, it
would seem futile to add yet one more book.

The Reasons for One More Book
Despite that extensive literature, leadership remains shrouded in mystery.
Rather than making the subject clearer, one recognized leadership expert,
Warren Bennis, summed it up by saying “the more that is written about lead-
ership, the less we seem to know.”

Regarding the enormous number of research studies that have been con-
ducted, another respected scholar observed, “The results of many of these
studies are contradictory or lack any clear conclusion.”1

How Mysteries Are Solved?
There is an astonishing description of one approach to solving a mystery in
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s classic Sherlock Holmes tale.

The Sign of Four. Dr. Watson remarks to Sherlock Holmes, “I have a gold
watch in my possession. Would you have the kindness to let me have an 
opinion upon the character or habits of the late owner?” Watson was testing
Holmes and attempting to tone down his arrogant manner. Holmes then com-
plained that because the watch had recently been cleaned, he was robbed of
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the most useful data. But after carefully examining the watch, Holmes then
proceeded to tell Watson a series of hypotheses about the owner. These
included:

● The watch belonged to his older brother, who inherited it from his
father.

● He was a man of untidy habits.
● He had gone through a period of poverty, with intervals of prosperity.
● He had taken to heavy drinking before he died.

Watson sprang from his chair and accused Holmes of having made
inquiries into the history of his unhappy brother and then pretending to
deduce it from his observations of the gold pocket watch. He concluded by
saying, “It is unkind and, to speak plainly, has a touch of charlatanism in it.”

Holmes proceeded to explain how he had come to each of his conclusions
by simply observing important data and seeing their implications. The initials
on the watch’s back, “H.W.,” suggested a family member, and gold watches
usually were passed from father to the elder son.

The watch was 50 years old. The initials appeared to be as old as the watch,
and so it was most likely the father’s watch, passed to Dr. Watson’s brother.
The owner’s untidy habits were revealed by the dents and scratches that came
from carrying this expensive watch in the same pocket with other hard objects
such as coins or keys. Inside the case of the watch were scratched in pinpoint
the numbers of a pawnbroker’s ticket, suggesting that the owner had gone
through a period of dire poverty. The fact that he regained possession of the
watch would imply that he also had periods of prosperity. The owner’s drink-
ing problem was revealed by thousands of scratches around the keyhole where
the winding key had slipped and scratched the case. Holmes noted, “That is
characteristic of a drunkard’s watch, not a sober man’s.”

Solving the Mystery of Leadership
Our hope is to take an enormous amount of data collected about and from
leaders and, through careful analysis and observation, begin to unravel the
mystery of leadership. We will do our best to emulate Sherlock Holmes. It
would seem that if careful attention is given to the clues that lie inside huge
databases, the continuing mystery of leadership might be penetrated.

Demystifying Leadership • 3



Our objective is to provide the reader with an empirical analysis of 
leadership, a simple and practical conceptual model of what leadership is,
and a practical guide to helping leaders develop “greatness.” Our approach
and understanding comes from our analysis of hundreds of thousands of 
leadership assessments from the direct reports of leaders, their peers, their
bosses, and themselves. We let our findings guide our development of a 
practical theory.

Because together the authors have roughly three-quarters of a century of
experience in leadership development, we were surprised that the research
changed some long-held beliefs about the nature of leadership and how best
to develop it.

The Complexity of Defining and Describing
Leadership, or Why the Mystery Exists
Everyone recognizes the challenge of trying to solve any problem that con-
tains multiple unknowns. That is precisely the problem in trying to solve the
leadership dilemma. There are at once a significant number of unknowns,
and many of them are constantly changing.

Sixteen of those variables are described below.

1. There are differences in the leadership behaviors and practices
required at different levels of the organization. What we need 
from a CEO or the secretary of the Defense Department is different
than the leadership requirements of a night-shift supervisor at
McDonald’s.

2. Leadership occurs in extremely diverse environments. Some
leadership produces prescribed results in a relatively defined and
established organization. Such leadership may speed a product to
market or escalate the revenue from a sales force, but it is not
conceiving new directions or strategies for the organization. Other
leadership is exhibited in a start-up organization in which there is no
structure or form, and the leader must create it from scratch.

3. Different skills are required at different stages in a person’s career. The
research on career stages shows that people’s careers go through very
predictable stages. Early on, people start as apprentices, learning some
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new discipline. They then move to become more independent in their
work. From there, some people move into managerial positions in
which they oversee the work of others or move from a narrow focus on
their own work to a broader focus that involves coaching others to
develop skill and expertise. Finally, a handful of people become
pathfinders and visionaries who lead broad-scale organization change
and are the “statesmen” of their organization. Career stages are easily
confused with organizational levels, but they are not identical. People
who are promoted into managerial positions often continue to
function as professional, individual contributors. They revert to the
work they find most comfortable and never take on the role of coach,
mentor, or director of others. They continue doing technical work at
which they are highly proficient. However, the stage of a person’s
career is another variable of the leadership equation.

4. Leadership is driven by major events. Mayor Rudolph Giuliani of
New York was catapulted into the national limelight because of his
handling of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center. Prior to
that, his career had been waning. Churchill had sought several
leadership positions, but it was not until the events of Dunkirk that his
talents were recognized. Through World War II he was a premier
leader, and then when the war was over, his countrymen voted him
out of office. When a friend suggested that this was a blessing in
disguise, Churchill growled back, “If it is, the disguise is perfect.”

5. The activities of leadership are not all the same. For example, not all
leaders are required to “lead change.” Some leaders spend a great deal
of time on people-development activities, whereas others are riveted to
the operational or production elements of their roles.

6. We confuse success and effectiveness as the general benchmark of
leadership. If success is measured by dollars and titles, that is clearly
not the same thing as effectiveness, or truly producing the results that
the organization needs. We believe this is probably best measured by
the feedback from subordinates who experience that leadership.
Much of the research on leadership makes no distinction between
success and effectiveness.

7. We lack agreed-upon measures, so it has been frustratingly difficult to
get agreement on who is a good leader and who is not. We lack robust
measures of leadership effectiveness and especially have no
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comprehensive measures that track the leader’s impact on customers,
employees, organizations, and shareholders.

8. We have not taken into account the evolving nature of leadership.
That is, we have analyzed leadership around the characteristics that
are required for success or effectiveness today but have not given
much attention to the competencies that will be required in the
future. Thus, much of the leadership analysis and development has
been “looking in the rearview mirror” and not looking out over the
horizon.

9. There has been no way to define the different constituencies of the
leader. Thus, if a leader is in charge of “Baby Boomers” born from
1945 to 1955, this would call for some different values, motives, and
skills than if the leader was responsible for a group of “Gen-Xers” born
from l975 to 1985. That complexity is now compounded with
“Generation Y,” those born from 1986 to 2000, and the soon to come
“Generation Z,” born in 2001 and beyond.

10. Still another variable is whether the leader is operating alone versus
acting as part of a leadership team. Clearly there are organizations in
which one person plays an extremely dominant part and exercises
control and influence over the big issues, along with the day-to-day
tactics. Other organizations have a leadership team that acts in
concert. In some cases, a formal “office of the president” has people
who act quite interchangeably in the organization.

11. A further dimension is the impact of technology. Effectiveness in
some organizations would demand a high level of comfort with the
latest computer and information technology, whereas others would
tolerate a leader who could neither send nor receive e-mail. New
technologies exist to conduct virtual meetings, and in some
organizations a comfort and familiarity with such technology would
be a “must.” A Dell Computer employee reported, “My boss spent the
entire weekend retyping a 25-page proposal that only needed
corrections. She claims the file I gave her was corrupted and she
could not edit it. The PDF file I gave her was ‘read only,’ but all she
had to do was copy it into a word-processing program and make the
corrections.”

12. A new dimension of leadership is one of geography. Some leaders
interact with a virtual team, whereas others have their staffs on-site.
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This can be even further complicated by the fact that groups are often
scattered across widely different time zones, thus making the
leadership task even more complex. For example, holding meetings 
at one point in time can be cumbersome.

13. Another variable is the wide variety of leadership styles used within
different organizations to motivate and inspire the front line. Some of
the best research in this regard comes from Jon Katzenbach and is
described in his book Peak Performance.2 In that book, he describes
firms that were extremely effective and successful but that used very
different approaches to getting high performance from the people
within. He described five of these:

● Mission, values, and pride. In this approach, the organization
immerses everyone in the traditions, the spirit, the core values, and
the mission of the organization. This in turn generates great pride,
and people produce at high levels because of that pride in the
organization. The U.S. Marine Corps is a good example of this.

● Recognition and celebration. Many organizations he studied
practiced extensive recognition for their people and went to great
lengths to celebrate successes. Southwest Airlines is a classic
example of this approach.

● Process metrics. Many organizations post detailed charts showing
productivity and quality metrics for every department. People are
trained to understand these metrics, and the organization’s success
is measured and rewarded by performance against these metrics.

● Individual achievement. Other organizations excel by allowing
individuals to accomplish extraordinary things. Organizational
effectiveness is the addition of all these excelling individuals.
Professional service firms function this way, and McKinsey and
Company is a good example.

● Entrepreneurial spirit. Still another approach to motivating people
to high performance is to let them enjoy a huge financial stake in
the potential success of the firm. Many high-tech start-ups have
relied on this appeal to someone’s entrepreneurial spirit, and this
has enabled such organizations to excel.

This is a good example of the complexity of leadership. All five of the
above approaches work well. One is not right and the others wrong.
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What could end up being “wrong” is for a recognition and celebration
leader to attempt to function that way in a process metrics organization.
Chances are the organization would reject such a leader as the human
body rejects any foreign substance implanted in it.

14. Who decides those who are good leaders? We have been unclear
regarding who is in the best position to evaluate leadership
effectiveness. Organizations have often relied on performance
appraisals from the level above to evaluate the effectiveness of a
leader. We have studies from several organizations showing absolutely
no correlation between performance appraisals and their 360-degree
feedback instruments. Yet the research for past decades has shown that
subordinates were in the best position to appraise any leader’s
effectiveness. Research in the military proved that having the enlisted
men select sergeants was more effective than having higher-ranking
officers make those selections.

15. Several “companions” of leadership effectiveness have clouded the
issue. For example, all of the following have been shown to have some
correlation to leadership effectiveness:
● Intelligence, as measured by IQ scores
● Physical characteristics, such as height
● Emotional or personality characteristics, such as assertiveness and

outgoingness
● Biochemical characteristics, such as testosterone levels in men

Because some correlation exists between these elements and leader-
ship effectiveness, there has been a logical temptation to assume there
to be a cause-and-effect relationship. At the same time, there was high
interest in such conclusions from those responsible for leadership selec-
tion; the above elements did not help further the work of those con-
cerned with development.

16. Language has an impact. Is the lack of adequate language partly
responsible for the mystery that surrounds leadership? The Inuit (or as
some call them, Eskimos) have some 23 words to describe snow. They
can describe its hardness, texture, moisture content, color, age, and
crystalline structure with their richer vocabulary. We, on the other
hand, have roughly three words at best, as we talk about powder,
slush, and corn snow. It is possible that if our vocabulary were more
precise and robust, we could better succeed in describing what
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leadership is and how to more effectively develop it. Given our
current condition, leadership is still nearly impossible to define or
describe in detail or specificity. However, as Professor Karl Weick has
suggested, any idea can be “simple, general or accurate, but never all
three.”3 We will strive to be general and accurate, but not specific.
That appears to be the best way to improve our understanding of this
most important topic.

Research-based Book
Our hope is to present a way for people to think about leadership in a highly
practical and yet simple way. We will not review the past literature on lead-
ership. Others have done that. Nor will we dwell on the theoretical. Nor will
we attempt to describe all of the tasks or activities of leaders. Others have done
that also. Instead, we want to present a way for you personally to think about
your own leadership abilities and how you might go about increasing those,
if you choose. And for those who have subordinates, we provide suggestions
about what they and their organizations can do to develop leadership in the
people who report to them.

We believe this is best done by examining a huge body of data collected
about leaders from their peers, subordinates, bosses, and themselves. Rather
than describe our personal beliefs and prejudices about leadership, we will
turn to more objective data. We think it enables us to discover some profound
insights into the real nature of leadership. Where mysteries still remain, we
call that to your attention and pass on our beliefs.

To answer intelligently the question “Are leaders born or made?” and the
sequel “If they are made, then how do you do that?” we begin by providing the
reader with a model of leadership that becomes our operational definition of
a leader. That model then provides a workable vehicle with which to describe
a practical way to make good managers into great leaders. Later in the book,
we present an example of an organization that has excelled at taking what some
would describe as average people and transforming them into highly effective
leaders. That organization is the U.S. Marine Corps. We also present a case
study of a corporation that successfully develops its leaders and the compelling
support this gives to developing strengths rather than weaknesses.

This book examines the leader as seen through the eyes of those being led
(subordinates) and influenced (peers), of those who manage the leaders (the
bosses), and of the leaders themselves. This process has become known 
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as 360-degree feedback, because of its comprehensive view of a leader’s 
behavior, looked at from above, the side, and below. Indeed, we later describe
our database of some 200,000 responses, using 360-degree questionnaires. We
focus on the question: What do these three groups (subordinates, peers, and
bosses) notice? What do they see in “great leaders” that sets them apart from
the average ones?

Of those three perspectives, we conclude that the best way to understand
leadership is to examine the impact leaders have on the people they lead. It
is the subordinates’ view we value the most, because we believe they have the
most complete and accurate data.

Peers and bosses see slices of a leader’s behavior, but there is good evidence
to conclude that their perceptions are less accurate than those of the people
who report to the leader.

We strongly believe that this comprehensive pool of data is far more
powerful and accurate than information that would come from interviews 
of leaders themselves. As Michael Polanyi noted in his book Personal 
Knowledge, “most highly skilled performers in any activity, whether it be
music, sports, or violin making, cannot accurately tell you what makes them
so effective. Their behavior is often highly intuitive. You must actually observe
them to accurately determine the true cause of their success.”4

This database of approximately 200,000 questionnaires completed by sub-
ordinates, peers, and bosses about leaders collectively describes more than
20,000 leaders. They come from widely diverse industries. These leaders are
from North America, along with many from Europe, the Pacific Rim, and
South America.

To make our database and analysis more robust, we examined more than
25 different leadership assessment instruments. Rather than depending on the
same set of assessment items for all 20,000 leaders, we examined a variety of
different assessments, each built on different assumptions. This provided us
with a database rich in diversity and helped give us a much clearer sense of
what makes effective leadership and what doesn’t. All together, we included
in our analysis more than 2,000 unique assessment items.

Research Methodology
We began our analysis by identifying the top 10 percent of managers as seen
through the eyes of their subordinates, peers, and bosses and compared them
with the bottom 10 percent. The top 10 percent, with the highest aggregate
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scores, became a high-performing group, and the 10 percent with the 
lowest aggregate scores were placed in the bottom group. Next we asked 
the question: What were the competencies or attributes that separated these
groups?

We were surprised by the results that came from analyzing all of these data.
It opened our thinking to some highly promising new ways to look at leader-
ship and provided new directions in the ways we go about developing leaders.

Moving Complexity Toward Simplicity
If you and 10 colleagues were asked to describe a computer, there would be
some general consistency among the answers, but the answers would most
likely focus on what a computer does, not what is going on inside it. Indeed,
for most people, what goes on inside a laptop or desktop computer is a com-
plete mystery. Most have never looked inside one. What’s more, you don’t
need to. The output from the computer is all you care about; that can be
spreadsheets, computer graphics, design simulations, e-mail, or simple word
processing.

Many people know that there is a hard drive inside and roughly know its
capacity. They also know there is a microprocessor, and they have some idea
about its speed. They know there is some memory capacity and approximately
what the RAM of their computer is. In short, they know some general things
about it and what it produces.

That is the level of understanding that practicing leaders need to have
about leadership. They do not need to know the details, but it is helpful to
have some general understanding of the components that come together to
make a great leader.

The Leadership Tent—a Conceptual Framework
We propose approaching leadership in the same way. We will not add one
more description of the inner character traits or thought processes of great
leaders. The conceptual model we propose is rather simple and involves five
elements, which we will compare with the poles in a tent.

Our empirical factor analysis of huge amounts of data collected on leaders’
competencies reveals that all vital and differentiating leadership competencies
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can be grouped into five clusters. For the sake of ease in remembering 
and analysis, we have created a diagram in the form of a tent floor 
(Figure 1-1) that shows the relationship of these building blocks to each other.

Character
Our model in Figure 1-1 starts with a center pole representing the “character”
of an individual. There is a huge body of writing on this subject. Indeed, some
writers and researchers have argued that leadership is totally about character
or integrity. We do not share that view, but we do agree that personal charac-
ter is the core of all leadership effectiveness. We strongly concur that the eth-
ical standards, integrity, and authenticity of the leader are extremely important.

With a strong personal character, the leader is never afraid to be open and
transparent. In fact, the more people can see inside, the more highly regarded
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the leader will be. Without that personal character, on the other hand, lead-
ers are forever in danger of being discovered. They are like a Hollywood set
that from one side looks attractive, but after walking around it, the illusion is
dispelled and the hollowness is obvious.

Personal Capability
On one side of the tent floor is the pole of personal capability. This describes
the intellectual, emotional, and skill makeup of the individual. It includes
analytical and problem-solving capabilities, along with the technical compe-
tence the person possesses. It requires an ability to create a clear vision and
sense of purpose for the organization. Great leaders need a strong collection
of these personal capabilities. Leadership cannot be delegated to others. The
leader must be emotionally resilient, trust others, and be self-confident
enough to run effective meetings and speak in public.

Focus on Results
The third tent pole of leadership represents the behaviors that can broadly be
described as “focusing on results.” It describes the ability to have an impact
on the organization. It means being capable of getting things accomplished.
We fully subscribe to the main thesis in the book Results-Based Leadership,5

which argues that leaders may be wonderful human beings, but if they don’t
produce sustained, balanced results, they simply are not good leaders. We will
later examine the interplay of these three elements as a powerful predictor of
leadership effectiveness.

Interpersonal Skills
The fourth tent pole of leadership puts into one cluster all of the interper-
sonal or people skills. There is an enormous body of evidence that says lead-
ership is expressed through the communication process and is the impact that
one person (the leader) has on a group of other people. It is the direct expres-
sion of the character of the individual and is often the window by which peo-
ple understand the personal character of the leader. (Note, however, that
leadership does not equal any one competency. It is expressed in a result. Yes,
the competency is the tool or the manners in which that result is obtained.
As such, it is worthy of understanding, but a competency is never an outcome,
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and leadership is ultimately about outcomes.) We have arbitrarily separated
the leader’s impact on people from the leader’s ability to obtain good results
in other arenas, such as financial outcomes, productivity improvement,
enhanced customer relations, or greater organizational capability.

Leading Organizational Change
Fifth, as noted earlier, another expression of leadership comes in the ability
to produce change within an organization. The highest expression of leader-
ship involves change. Caretaker managers can keep things going on a steady
path, but leaders are demanded if the organization is to pursue a new path or
rise to a significantly higher level of performance.

A key point here is that for many leadership roles, the first four tent poles
may be all that are required. It is not until a person gets into leading broad,
strategic change that the final tent pole is required.

An Overview of Important Ideas 
in this Book
There are 20 insights presented in this book. The following chapters present
further analysis of these ideas.

Insight 1. Great Leaders Make a Huge Difference When
Compared with Merely Good Leaders
We have known for some time that huge differences exist between top
performers and average performers in any job category. One meta-analysis (a
synthesis of some 80 well-conducted studies on productivity) showed that 
for high-level jobs (and leaders certainly fit that category), the productivity
difference between the top person out of 100 and the great majority is huge.
For example, the top person performing high-complexity jobs is 127 percent
more productive than the mean average person and infinitely more produc-
tive than the 100th person in that curve. The researchers said “infinitely”
because the number was so large that it would be lacking precision to say 
anything other than “infinite.”

Our research with a large mortgage company showed that the leaders in the
top decile of ratings (90th to 99th), as rated by their managers, subordinates,
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and peers, produced twice as much net revenue to the organization (their term
for profitability) as that of managers in the 11th through 89th percentiles. So
the difference between really great leaders and the others is extraordinary. We
have found strong statistically significant relationships between leadership
effectiveness and a variety of desirable business outcomes such as profitabil-
ity, turnover, employee commitment, customer satisfaction, and intention of
employees to leave. In almost every study where we have undertaken to under-
stand the impact of various dimensions of organizational effectiveness, lead-
ership effectiveness has consistently had substantial impact. This is discussed
in Chapter 2.

Insight 2. One Organization Can Have Many Great Leaders
Being a great leader can be defined by selecting the top 5 or 10 percent from
any distribution, but this is artificial. It was done for the sake of ease and objec-
tivity in our research. However, greatness should ultimately be defined against
a standard rather than merely comparing people against each other. There is
no reason why half the leaders in an organization could not be great if they were
developed properly. Better still, why not all? Great leadership is not a compet-
itive activity in which one person’s success detracts from another’s success.

Four great golfers can play together and all four can come in 10 strokes or
more under par on the course. If anything, playing with other great players
elevates the play of each individual. Likewise, an organization can have large
numbers of leaders performing at a high level and having positive impact on
their people and producing excellent business results. The goal should be to
have all leaders performing at an extremely high level, and there is no reason
why this cannot occur.

Jack Welch’s legacy at GE was a strong emphasis on developing a large
number of great leaders, many of whom went on to lead major divisions of
GE, and some who left to head up other major corporations. Somehow we
must change the mentality that holds that any organization can have only a
few really good leaders. Chapter 2 covers this topic.

Insight 3. We Have Been Aiming Too Low in Our
Leadership Development Activities
We contend that one of the major failings in leadership development pro-
grams has been the tendency to aim low. Michelangelo said, “The greatest
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danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that
it is too low and we reach it.”

We have often set the target as “getting a little bit better.” We have not set
our sights on getting people to become outstanding leaders. The more great
leaders an organization develops, the more it will become an outstanding
organization. There is no reason to accept mediocrity in leadership any more
than in software programming, customer service, or selling. This is more fully
covered in Chapter 2.

Insight 4. The Relationship Between Improved 
Leadership and Increased Performance Outcomes Is
Neither Precisely Incremental Nor Is It Linear
After evaluating a variety of different assessments comparing leadership effec-
tiveness with outcomes as mentioned above, a distinct pattern emerged in
almost all of our studies. Poor leaders (those up to the 20th percentile) had
poor results, whereas leaders above the 80th percentile achieved exceptional
results. Looking at only those two data points, the relationship appears fairly
linear, but in each case where we examined those leaders with good results
(20th to 80th percentiles), they achieved approximately the same level of
outcomes even though their effectiveness ranged from the 20th to the 80th
percentile. The concept that leadership effectiveness is not precisely incre-
mentally related to performance outcomes means that incremental improve-
ments in leadership will not create incremental improvements in
performance outcomes. Perhaps if it did, people would be more focused on
improvement. They would see that a slight improvement in their leadership
ability created improved job performance. Leaders whose effectiveness
ratings are at the 40th or 50th percentile end up achieving about the same
performance as leaders at the 60th or 70th percentile. Those at the 40th or
50th percentile and who choose to conserve the energy involved in change
might ask themselves, “What’s the point? My results are the same as those of
others who are working to improve their leadership.” The lack of incremen-
tal movement of leadership and performance makes it difficult for people to
make the jump to extraordinary performance. And so most choose to be sat-
isfied with good performance rather than to move forward to higher levels.
Some organizations, as well, appear to be satisfied with leaders that are good.
Chapter 2 presents further evidence and information on this issue.
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Insight 5. Great Leadership Consists of Possessing Several
“Building Blocks” of Capabilities, Each Complementing
the Others
We have described the “building blocks” of:

● Character
● Personal capabilities
● Focus on results
● Interpersonal skills
● Leading organizational change

Each of these consists of several fairly distinct competencies or sets of
behaviors. These are described in some detail later in the book, but a key
insight is that possessing only one of them is not likely to have you perceived
as an effective leader. In fact, leaders possessing one competency as a strength
at the 90th percentile would not be rated at the 90th percentile in terms of
overall leadership effectiveness. Chapter 3 elaborates on this concept.

Insight 6. Leadership Culminates in Championing Change
The highest expression of leadership involves change, and the highest order
of change is guiding an organization through a new strategic direction, chang-
ing its culture, or changing the fundamental business model. Thus, change
is an important and ultimate criterion by which to measure leadership effec-
tiveness. Chapter 3 discusses this.

Insight 7. All Competencies Are Not Equal. Some
Differentiate Good from Great Leaders,Whereas 
Others Do Not
There has been an enormous amount of money spent, mostly by large cor-
porations, to define competencies. The implication of these lists has often
been that all of these were of equal importance and that the wise manager
would devote time to being good at all of them.

Our research, on the contrary, suggests that some competencies tower
above others, and which ones are most important often depends on the 
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organization. For example, in one organization we studied, the data showed
that the single most important competency for a leader was to be seen as tech-
nically competent. Conversely, the quality that put leaders into the bottom
rung was their lack of technical competence. This one characteristic was far
more important than the second or third distinguishing capability.

The point is that if people seek to be perceived as great leaders, it behooves
them to know which competencies really make a difference in their organiza-
tions. Our research identified 16 competencies that actually separated the top
10 percent of all leaders from the rest. We believe these are the competencies
on which most leaders should focus. This comprises Chapter 4 of the book.

Insight 8. Leadership Competencies Are Linked 
Closely Together
Although an effort has been made to make them appear unique and specific,
the fact of the matter is that leadership competencies are highly intertwined.
Several forces appear to be at work to make this happen. One is that becom-
ing good at one competency appears to make people better at another. This
is the “cross-training effect.” The second way they become linked appears to
be from “attribution” or the creation of a “halo effect.” If a leader is perceived
as being highly effective in working with people, then it is easy to attribute to
that person the skills of being committed to the development of subordinates.
See Chapter 4.

Insight 9. Effective Leaders Have Widely Different
Personal Styles.There Is No One Right Way to Lead
Military leaders provide some of the clearest contrasts in leadership behavior.
Eisenhower was an able administrator and builder of coalitions and generally
self-effacing. MacArthur was strategically focused, sensitive to the culture of
the enemy, and highly flamboyant. Patton was impetuous, passionate, and a
“lone-ranger.” We now have solid research evidence of these widely different
styles, especially viewed from one organization to the next.

In our research we tried diligently to discover the one, two, or three capa-
bilities that were common for all extraordinary leaders. We failed. Our
research confirms what has been suggested from clinical studies of organiza-
tions and leaders. There clearly is no one pattern that covers all organizations
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or leaders within any one organization. Our data support the conclusion that
effective leadership is incredibly complex and diverse. Providing one simple
key to leadership is just not workable.

Our inability to find these universal issues was in many ways one of our
most profound findings. The research suggests that extraordinary leaders come
in all shapes and sizes. Some have strengths in some competencies while
others complement them because of their strengths in different competencies.
For an organization to have exceptional leadership ability, it needs to assem-
ble the right team with ample diversity and talent to maximize the collective
influence of the team. Chapter 5 elaborates on this principle.

Insight 10. Effective Leadership Practices 
Are Specific to an Organization
Countless leaders who were successful in an organization switch to another
and then fail. This is compelling evidence that leaders must fit the organiza-
tion. Our research showed wide variations between organizations regarding
the specific competencies that were valued most by each one. Leadership
always occurs in a context. See Chapter 5 for further information.

Insight 11. The Key to Developing Great Leadership
Is to Build Strengths
When people are challenged to improve their leadership effectiveness, they
almost automatically assume that the best approach for improvement is 
fixing weaknesses. In fact, most leadership development processes result in
leaders developing an action plan that focuses primarily on weaknesses. Our
research has led us to conclude that great leaders are not defined by the
absence of weakness, but rather by the presence of clear strengths. Great lead-
ers, as seen through the eyes of subordinates and peers, possess multiple
strengths, and our research shows a relatively straight-line progression. The
more strengths people have, the more likely they are to be perceived as great
leaders. For example, one large group of managers had this pattern:

● No strength puts them in the 30th percentile of all leaders in that
group.

● One strength placed them at the 60th percentile.

Demystifying Leadership • 19



● Three strengths put them at the 80th percentile.
● Five strengths catapulted them into the 90th percentile.

These strengths are not always the same ones. Of the 16 competencies that
we discovered, great leaders did not have the same four strengths. However,
these strengths cannot all be from the same cluster. They must be distributed
among the various building blocks described earlier.

In general, in examining all of our data, it is clear that the greater the num-
ber of strengths you have, the more likely you are to be considered a great
leader. This has enormous implications for executive selection processes,
which seem often to be seeking people who possess no flaws. It seems that
the emphasis should be on seeking people with remarkable configurations of
strengths. Proven track records of accomplishment stemming from compe-
tencies appear to be the key to finding great leaders. This also has enormous
implications for leadership development. In the past, we have often focused
our efforts on patching over weaknesses. When executives are given a 360-
degree feedback report, the consistent reaction is to ignore the pages describ-
ing their strengths, and immediately focus on weaknesses, which in most
cases are simply behaviors that are rated as less positive rather than real fatal
flaws. It is as if strengths are givens, and the thing to work on is weaknesses
or less positive areas. Increasingly we are convinced this is a mistake. It is 
far better to magnify strengths, or create strengths out of those characteristics
that are in positive territory but not fully developed. Leaders who are
moderately effective and preoccupy themselves with incremental improve-
ment of less positive issues will never move from good to great. Chapter 6
expands this idea.

Development is far more successful when the leader focuses primarily on
strengths rather than being only concerned with repairing weaknesses. In
many cases, it worked well to have a combination of strengths and weaknesses
as the development target. But the overall improvement of those working only
on weaknesses was only a third of the progress of those who worked on
strengths or a combination of strengths and weaknesses.

Insight 12. Powerful Combinations Produce 
Nearly Exponential Results
Being good at one thing is sufficient for some athletes or musicians, but sel-
dom for leaders. Our research confirmed that a combination of competencies
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is the key to being highly effective. For example, the person who is focused
only on getting results often fails to obtain those results. Why? It is akin to a
person attempting to row a boat with one paddle. Instead, good results come
from a combination of skills, especially those joining the emphasis on results
with strong interpersonal behavior and relationships with people. Neither one,
by itself, takes you very far. Together, they produce spectacular outcomes. In
one study, we found that if you are in the top quartile in Interpersonal Skills
but rated poorly on Focus on Results, the likelihood of you being perceived
as a great leader is only 9 percent. If you are in the top quartile on Focus on
Results but given low ratings on Interpersonal Skills, the likelihood of being
perceived as a great leader is 13 percent. But if you possess both strong Inter-
personal Skills and a Focus on Results, then your probability of being per-
ceived as a great leader jumps to 66 percent. It is the powerful combination
of those factors that makes a huge difference.

Whether you are working with complex organizations or with one 
subordinate, there is seldom any one thing responsible for producing a 
positive outcome. Instead, it is the combination of several forces that pro-
duces desired outcomes. In general, leaders are most effective when they
possess strengths in each of the major clusters of competencies. Chapter 6
provides further insight into this finding, along with empirical evidence for
this conclusion.

Insight 13. Greatness Is Not Caused by the 
Absence of Weakness
Our data reveal that a large percentage of leaders, approximately 84 per-
cent, do not possess any severe weakness, and yet they are not perceived as
strong leaders. They are “blah.” Subordinates do not single out any one
weakness as the root cause of the leader being weak. Instead, the combina-
tion of being in the “midrange” on a number of dimensions is the pattern
of the mediocre manager. In sum, the absence of weaknesses combined with
the absence of any pronounced strengths commits you to being no better
than average.

Our research shows that the self-evaluation of most leaders in this category
is highly distorted. They feel like they are good leaders. Possibly because they
are not really bad at any one area of leadership, they come to believe that they
are good. But rather than trying to convince them that they are bad leaders,
we think it far more valuable to help this group see what they can do to
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become outstanding in several areas, and that when they do, they will in all
likelihood be perceived as highly effective leaders.

Our research indicates that good leaders are, in fact, producing better out-
comes than those of leaders who are bad. Good is better than bad, but nei-
ther they themselves nor their leaders appear to recognize the substantial
contribution they could make by moving from being merely good to great.

An example of the focus most executives have in fixing weaknesses was
demonstrated in the following consulting engagement:

We conducted an organization-wide study to determine the key factors
influencing the success of 100 field offices. We submitted a report that found
that the most powerful factor influencing the success of field offices was the
effectiveness of the office manager. After studying the report carefully, the
executive team came out with a recommendation to “find the bad managers
and fix them.” However, after finding the “bad” managers, it was determined
that there were not enough of them to explain the organization’s overall poor
performance. The executives came back doubting the validity of our study.
With further analysis, however, we collectively came to the conclusion that
the organization’s poor performance problem was not because of bad man-
agers but was the result of having a large number of mediocre ones. Their
performance paled in comparison with that of the few exceptional managers,
and the key to raising the overall performance of the organization was to 
help facilitate the improvement of the mediocre managers to the level of the
exceptional ones. Greatness is driven by strengths, with “the more the better”
being the simple fact. Chapter 6 elaborates on this important idea.

Insight 14. Great Leaders Are Not Perceived 
as Having Major Weaknesses
One of the common bits of folk wisdom about leaders is that great leaders
have great strengths, but that strengths taken too far become weaknesses. Fur-
thermore, no one is perfect, so great leaders must have highly visible flaws.
We were fully expecting to find that notion confirmed by our data.

To our surprise, there is no hint of that. Instead, our data describe the lead-
ers who are seen as highly effective by their subordinates as not having flaws.
Their scores across all competency categories were remarkably similar on the
high side. Frankly, we wondered if there was not a pervasive halo effect that
caused people who are really effective at a few skills to be perceived as being
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good at everything. We fear the converse may also be true: that leaders who
are not seen as standing out on several dimensions are perceived as not stand-
ing out on any dimension.

In recent decades, our political leaders have seemed to display great
strengths that are accompanied by serious flaws. (Notable examples are
Richard Nixon, and Bill Clinton.) Whether private- and public-sector lead-
ers really differ from elected leaders, or whether there is just more intense
public scrutiny placed on elected political leaders, is the subject of a good
deal more research. (Chapter 6 covers this.)

Insight 15. Fatal Flaws Must Be Fixed
Although our focus will be on developing strengths, there are some cir-
cumstances when a focus on weaknesses is warranted. This often happens
when the nature of the weakness jeopardizes the center pole of the “lead-
ership tent”: character. If a person is not honorable, does not keep prom-
ises, does not tell the truth to people, or if this person places personal gain
above the needs of the organization, that flaw will cause the person to be
ineffective.

There are other “fatal flaws.” These begin with an inability to learn from
mistakes and include poor interpersonal skills, unwillingness to accept new
ideas, lack of accountability, and a lack of initiative. Chapter 7 covers this.

Insight 16. Leadership Attributes Are Often Developed 
in Nonobvious Ways
Our research has helped us uncover a new approach to behavioral change
that we have arbitrarily called nonlinear development. We will argue that the
vast majority of action plans created by leaders use a linear philosophy regard-
ing behavioral change. But, the perception of competency may be strength-
ened in nonobvious ways. We will argue that competencies are not reality but
are the perceptions of others about a given leader. There may be nonobvious
ways to improve how leaders are perceived. We have called these “compe-
tency companions,” and these are behaviors that always rise or fall with
another competency. Although it is impossible to prove cause and effect
between the two, the fact that they are laced so tightly together suggests that
something important can be learned from them.
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The practical implications of this are huge. For example, assume that a
leader in an organization receives the following feedback: “Your subordinates
do not see you as highly motivational or inspirational. They do not feel ener-
gized after they interact with you. They do not feel that their horizons are
expanded after meeting with you.”

The common and seemingly practical way to address this message and
change these perceptions would be to do the following:

● Enroll in a public-speaking course to learn how to be more
compelling in presentations.

● Read good texts or articles on human motivation.
● Deliberately display more enthusiasm by speaking louder and more

rapidly, and with more gestures.
● Attend motivational seminars where prominent, nationally known

motivational speakers team up to present their messages. Your hope
would be to get good content and also learn from their style of
presentation.

Our research, however, on the competency companion “inspires and
motivates others” reveals some different ways to improve people’s perceptions
on this competency. When people score high on “inspires and motivates
others,” they also receive high scores on “communicating clear expecta-
tions.” And when people receive low scores on “inspiring and motivating
others,” they receive low scores on “communicating clear expectations.”
There is obviously something about being clear that is closely linked with
people feeling motivated and inspired. So, managers who receive this feed-
back might want to work hard at being extremely clear about the expectations
they convey to others. Further, they may want to check with others period-
ically to see if their message is coming across with simplicity and clarity. A
manager could ask questions such as, “Is there anything that is not clear
about this request?” “Would it help if we went over this project description
one more time?”

Another somewhat nonintuitive competency companion is the practice of
“creating a learning environment.” Leaders who figure out ways for their 
colleagues to discover for themselves how important something is, or to have
colleagues determine for themselves the best way of doing something, are the
leaders described as most motivational and inspirational. So, rather than give
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an impassioned “locker-room” speech to your team about the importance of
better customer service, a more effective approach could be to ask your team
members to listen in to customer complaint calls or to call 10 customers who
had ceased purchasing from your firm. That technique could be far more
“motivational” than any speech delivered.

Another nonobvious competency companion is the practice that some
leaders have of setting extremely high standards and stretch goals. Some peo-
ple might assume that leaders inspire and motivate their troops, and having
done that, then fail to present to them a challenging goal. They might assume
that properly motivated people will figure out the goal for themselves. Our
research, however, suggests that the very process of setting a stretch goal is
motivating and inspiring for the recipient.

Our message is not that reading a book on motivation, or taking a class in
public speaking, or deliberately showing more energy and enthusiasm is a bad
thing to do. Instead, the message is that many behaviors and practices come
together to create the perception on the part of subordinates that their leader
is motivational and inspirational. Understanding the competency compan-
ions gives the leader additional ways to improve that perception. It appears
that the more of these a leader displays, the more likely the leader is to be per-
ceived as a highly effective “motivator and inspirer” of others.

The more linear, “hit-it-straight-on” development seems best geared for
moving people from bad to neutral. It may also be of some help in moving
people from neutral to the “good” range. The competency companions seem
especially helpful for those who desire to move from “good” to “great” or
“extraordinary.” They open up many new doors for development. Some would
perceive these as side doors, maybe even back doors. But for those who have
difficulty in following the traditional, linear development process, we believe
that competency companions provide exciting new paths to explore. Chapter
8 elaborates on this idea and gives examples of competency companions for
each of the 16 competencies that make a difference.

Insight 17. Leaders Are Made, Not Born
This controversy continues. The question has not gone away. We attest that
leaders are made. Although this is certainly not a new point of view, we go 
on record declaring this to be a fact. We contend that strong evidence exists
to support this conclusion. We readily acknowledge that some people start
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with advantages of intellect or personality, but the case for leaders being made
can be confirmed by finding just one organization that does it successfully.

Chapter 9 presents a case study of an organization that many consider the
epitome of effective leadership development. The U.S. Marine Corps has for
the past 226 years been developing leaders. We present the argument that
from their long experience, they have adopted many practices that are only
now being confirmed by research.

Insight 18. Leaders Can Improve Their Leadership
Effectiveness Through Self-Development
Finally, in Chapter 10 we discuss the implications of our research to leader-
ship development undertaken by the individual. These ideas apply to any
people in leadership positions who desire to improve their own leadership
skills and effectiveness.

A relatively small fraction, approximately 10 percent of leaders, have a
personal development plan to which they give regular attention. Twice that
number have something on paper, but one half of those are not doing
anything to follow up on their development.

Insight 19. The Organization, with a Person’s Immediate
Boss, Provides Significant Assistance in Developing
Leadership
In Chapter 12, we present some ideas about how any corporation or public
agency could incorporate these ideas into their own leadership development
offerings.

Insight 20. The Quality of Leadership in an Organization
Seldom Exceeds That of the Person at the Top
In analyzing our many sets of data collected from multiple organizations, 
we observed that the scores of leaders in the organization rarely exceeded 
the scores of the most senior leader. That person was the cap on leadership
effectiveness. See Chapter 12 and Chapter 2 for further analysis of this 
observation.
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Conclusion
Leadership has been shrouded with a “woo-woo” quality that drives our desire
to make less mysterious something that has seemed so hopelessly baffling.
Obviously, many more books on leadership will be written. We hope our
research will help to push the study and understanding of leadership attrib-
utes and leadership development to the next rung on the ladder by removing
some of that mystery.
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2

GREAT LEADERS MAKE 
A GREAT DIFFERENCE

Good is the enemy of excellence.
Leadership is the challenge to be something more than average.

—Jim Rohn

Good and Bad Leaders
In our research, we found conclusive evidence that leaders with poor leader-
ship skills generate poor results. That finding will not come as a shock to any-
one. It is quite intuitive to anyone who has worked in an organization for more
than a few weeks. And our research is equally clear about the fact that good
leaders tend to produce good results for their organizations.

What’s more, most individuals do not need sophisticated measurement
tools to tell the difference between good leaders and bad leaders. They feel
the difference. They have experienced the effects at a very personal level. In
general, good leaders are more effective than bad leaders in almost every
dimension, including improving productivity, reducing turnover, enhancing
customer service, and creating high levels of employee commitment.

Great Versus Good Leaders
Our research, however, shows that there is another, even more dramatic, level
of difference between good and extraordinary leaders. This is the central
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theme of this chapter and a major surprise finding of our research. We had
failed to appreciate fully just what a significant difference there is between
“ordinary” and “extraordinary.”

In examining the relationship between leadership effectiveness and desir-
able outcomes, the consistent finding in all our research was the impact of
the best and worst leaders on achieving bottom-line results. Figure 2-1 iso-
lates the results on an employee satisfaction/commitment measure (high
scores indicate greater satisfaction/commitment) by the results of individual
leadership effectiveness broken into 10 levels. Each level represents 10 per-
centile points on the leadership effectiveness measure. The leadership effec-
tiveness measure is the overall average score from the 16 differentiating
competencies. This is an aggregate study composed of hundreds of different
companies and 7,391 leaders. Note the dramatic change involving leaders at
both the top and bottom of the rankings.

The characteristics of the graph in Figure 2-1 are extremely significant in
describing the relationship between leadership effectiveness and bottom-line
outcomes. We see poor results at the lower deciles, substantially more posi-
tive results at the higher deciles, and flat results in the middle. This graph
presents several important findings:

1. Leaders have a dramatic impact as they move from “bad” to “good.”
2. Poor leaders have an adverse impact on the groups they attempt to lead.
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3. The important characteristic of the middle deciles is that results
remain relatively consistent from the 30th to the 70th percentiles.
Making small, incremental improvements in leadership effectiveness
for a leader at the 50th percentile is clearly not going to have much
impact on employee commitment.

4. To achieve the next level of impact on employee commitment, a
leader would have to move to the 70th, 80th, or 90th percentile. The
results of several other studies demonstrate the relationship between
leadership effectiveness and additional desirable outcomes.

Impact on Net Profits at a Mortgage Bank
From measures on subordinate commitment to the organization, we now turn
to measures of financial performance. At a mortgage bank, we collected data
on its measure of profitability, or net profits, for a series of leaders. Figure 2-2
shows the results of our study.
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What we found in this study was that the poor leaders actually lost money
for the company. Their performance was so ineffective that it appeared to
drive customers away. The good leaders, on the other hand, made a reason-
able profit for the company. Their performance, compared with that of the
bad leaders, represented a substantial change. However, the extraordinary
leaders nearly doubled the profit generated for the company by the good lead-
ers. Imagine the impact of transitioning 10 or 20 percent of leaders from the
“good” to the “extraordinary” category. It would add 10 to 20 percent to the
bottom line of the entire company.

In a related study, Rucci, Kim, and Quinn found what they called “the
employee-customer-profit chain” at Sears.1 Their study found that employee
behaviors affected customer behaviors, which in turn affected company finan-
cial performance. When customers enter a store where employees are frus-
trated and unmotivated, it affects their buying habits and their willingness to
return and purchase more items. Pleasant, considerate, and knowledgeable
sales associates had a positive effect on customers. These sales associates
encouraged customers to buy more and to come back. In their research, Rucci
et al. found that a five-point improvement in employee attitudes resulted in
a 1.3 percent improvement in customer satisfaction, which in turn increased
revenue growth 0.5 percent.

The implications of our research are that another link needs to be added
to the chain; for example, it should be “the leaders-employee-customer-profit
chain.” Figure 2-1 showed the impact that leaders have on employee com-
mitment and satisfaction, which ultimately translates into the direct impact
of leaders on profitability.

The new chain of cause-and-effect events is

Leaders Employees Customers Store Profits

One should also keep in mind that the additional insight this research adds
to the profit chain of events is that great leaders have even more impact on
employees, who affect customers and therefore create even greater profits for
the organization.

Impact on Turnover at an Insurance Company
Turnover costs companies millions of dollars every year. John Sullivan, chief
talent officer at Agilent Technologies in Palo Alto, California, put the cost of
turnover for a software engineer at $200,000 to $250,000 per departing
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employee. He went on to say that, “One firm I work with just calculated the
cost of an engineer vacancy in lost revenue at $7,000 per day.”2 Although there
are many reasons for turnover, our research consistently bears out that the
relationship an employee has with his or her manager substantially influences
the employee’s decision to stay with a company or move on.

Figure 2-3 shows the results from a study conducted at a large insurance
company. Leadership effectiveness was determined and matched up with
yearly turnover rates within each leader’s group. In this study, higher turnover
(19 percent per year) was created by leaders in the bottom third in terms of
their leadership ability as seen by their subordinates and peers. These leaders
presumably did nothing to force people to leave, but their style and approach
did not encourage them to stay. Better achievement came from good leaders,
who experienced 14 percent turnover. However, extraordinary leaders cut the
average turnover rate in their groups by another 5 percent. Reduced turnover
had a direct impact on profitability, customer satisfaction, and claim-resolu-
tion speed.
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Intention to Leave the Organization
In another study conducted with over 7,000 leaders from hundreds of differ-
ent organizations, we looked at the relationship between leadership effec-
tiveness and intention to stay with or leave the company.

(These results were extremely consistent with an organization’s actual
turnover data. In most organizations, actual turnover is about one-half of
the intention to leave results. In other words, if 50% of employees intend to
leave, turnover is typically 25%.) In this study, high scores indicated a greater
intention to leave, whereas low scores indicated a greater intention to stay.
As is apparent from Figure 2-4, the employees of the extraordinary leaders
were significantly more committed to stay with the company. The intention
to stay then translates into lower turnover for those who work with the 
best leaders.

Impact on Customer Satisfaction
In a study done with a high-tech communications company, we looked at the
relationship between leadership ability and customer satisfaction (Figure 2-5).
Once again, extraordinary leaders have substantially better ratings on
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customer satisfaction. In this study, high scores indicate higher customer
satisfaction. Again, we assume that the leader does not have direct contact
with most customers, but it is the leader’s influence on the level of commit-
ment of the front-line employees that makes the dramatic differences in
customer satisfaction.

In a related study conducted by our colleague Larry Senn, he was asked
by a retail client to change the behavior of store employees to be more cus-
tomer service oriented. The company began an intensive program aimed at
changing the behavior of store employees. After months of work, it became
apparent that some stores were being successful in creating a more customer-
friendly atmosphere, whereas other stores were not. Employees in both the
successful and unsuccessful stores had received the same training, and the
employees did not appear to be any less capable or experienced in unsuc-
cessful stores. As the researchers studied the unsuccessful stores to understand
the reason for their failure, they found that managers in unsuccessful stores
tended to be operationally oriented, whereas successful store managers were
customer oriented. The operationally oriented store managers reinforced the
importance of tracking money and time. Customer-oriented store managers,

Great Leaders Make a Great Difference • 35

100

80

60

40

21
20

0

50

82

Bottom 20% Middle 60%
Leadership Effectiveness

R
at

in
gs

 o
f C

us
to

m
er

S
at

is
fa

ct
io

n 
(p

er
ce

nt
ile

)

Top 20%

Figure 2-5 Ratings of Customer Satisfaction



on the other hand, reinforced the importance of customer satisfaction. After
going through the experience, the researchers came to the conclusion that
efforts to change employee behavior had to start by making sure that their
managers’ behaviors were in alignment.3

Impact on Percentage of Highly Committed Employees
We performed a study looking at the percentage of highly committed employ-
ees in a work group. Each person who directly reported to a leader was 
asked the extent to which they felt that the work environment was a place
where people wanted to go the extra mile. We selected only those employees
who answered “5” on a 5-point scale. This is the kind of employee that 
is enthusiastic about the job. He or she is excited to take on challenging 
assignments and will do whatever is necessary to get projects completed on
time and in budget. Every leader can identify a few employees that fit that
description. What would be the impact of having more of this kind of
employee on the success of any work group? Productivity would increase,
morale would be higher, projects would get done faster, and no doubt prof-
itability would also go up. What impact do these employees have on other
employees? When people are walking or running and someone passes them,
what do they tend to do? Most people tend to speed up. It is almost an auto-
matic response. In work groups, when a high percentage of employees are
highly committed and giving their best effort, the remainder of the group is
usually not far behind.

Figure 2-6 shows the percentage of highly committed employees based on
aggregated results for hundreds of organizations. Once again, leadership effec-
tiveness is broken into 10 levels.

It is interesting that 13% of the employees of the worst leaders are highly
committed. Evidently, that is what nature produces. As you look at the chart,
you will note a steady increase in the percentage of highly committed employ-
ees with the increase in leadership effectiveness: 43% of the employees of
leaders at the 80th percentile are highly committed, and 57% of employees
of leaders at the 90th percentile are highly committed. If you were a leader
of a work group where 40% to 50% of your employees were highly commit-
ted, would it have a significant impact on the bottom line? When we have
asked that question to leaders around the world, the answer was always a
resounding “Yes.”
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Leadership Has an Impact on 
the Bottom Line
Our purpose in presenting these studies is to impress on the reader that the
impact of leadership:

● Affects every measurable dimension of organization performance
● Is large, not trivial
● Is extremely consistent
● Has highly interrelated areas of impact

Poor leaders have a substantial influence on an organization’s success. They
consistently achieve less effective results, create greater turnover, discourage
employees, and frustrate customers. Good leaders will achieve good results.
A good leader will have lower turnover, higher profitability, and more
employee commitment.

Incremental improvements in good leaders will not, however, show up in
improved bottom-line results. The next jump does not occur until the 70th,
80th, or 90th percentile. Extraordinary leaders will consistently achieve results
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that far exceed those of the good leaders. They will create even less turnover,
motivate employees to a much higher degree, and satisfy customers to a much
higher level.

These studies clearly demonstrate the significant difference an extraordi-
nary leader makes on bottom-line results and confirm that if leaders can move
from the “good” level to the “extraordinary” level at a reasonable cost to the
organization, the return on that investment will be substantial.

Jim Collins conducted fascinating research in which he and his research
team examined results from 1,435 companies from 1965 to 1995. This
research found 11 companies that made significant transformations from
“good to great.” The 11 companies had an average stock return 6.9 times
higher than that of the general market. These companies held that rate for
15 years after the point of transition. In looking at a variety of variables
about the cause of this success, Collins gave specific instructions to
researchers to downplay the role of senior executives. Collins’ researchers
looked at every possible variable that might affect the success of each com-
pany. Over time, his researchers found that they could not ignore the con-
tributions of senior executives. Collins indicated that “There was something
consistently unusual about them.” Collins and his research team found that
all 11 companies consistently had a leader whom they labeled a “Level 5
executive.” “Level 5 executives built enduring greatness through a para-
doxical combination of personal humility plus professional will.” The lead-
ership was not the only factor that differentiated the 11 companies, but it
was one of the critical variables. The researchers identified five other 
factors, but effective leadership plays a critical role in the execution of 
each one.4

Is “Good” Good Enough?
Though the results for extraordinary leaders are much better than those for
poor leaders, the current problem is that too many good leaders feel that 
being “good” is good enough. They are satisfied that they are not poor 
leaders and, therefore, remain unchallenged to go to the next level. Many of
these good leaders do not recognize that continued improvement in 
leadership would make a substantial difference in the outcomes they are
attempting to produce. Many “adequate” leaders stay where they are because
they fail to understand the differences between good and extraordinary 
leaders.
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What Causes Good Leaders to Be Unchallenged
to Change?

1. When you mention that there is a leadership effectiveness problem,
many people automatically believe that the problem is poor leaders.
There exists a natural human tendency to blame problems on low
performers. We like to assign a scapegoat as the source of any
problems. This can turn into witch hunts for the “bad” leaders.
Frequently, many of the “bad” leaders are new, inexperienced
supervisors who need time and training to develop. It is more
tempting to ferret out the bad leaders than to face a different reality.
This troubling tendency was most aptly expressed by Walt Kelly’s
comic strip character Pogo when he often observed, “We have met the
enemy and he is us.”5

Blaming bad leaders is a simple solution. It is much more difficult
to accept that the problem with leadership is the need for everyone to
undertake some level of improvement. Those who are good could
have a substantial positive impact on the organization if they moved
from good to great. In the year 1999, John Thornton, co-president and
COO of Goldman Sachs, announced to 500 top executives of the
firm, “We’re not as good as we need to be.” Their performance
appraisals and peer feedback processes showed serious deficiencies in
people-management skills and overall leadership strength. The growth
objectives of the firm were clearly not going to be met unless the
overall quality of leadership was ratcheted to a new level.6

2. Training programs often send a false impression. When organizations
sponsor training programs positioned to take bad leaders and make
them into good leaders, it unwittingly sends the signal that those
leaders who are currently in the “good” category can coast. Beyond
that, most supervisory and management training courses are designed
to develop basic leadership skills. The focus is on acquiring and
understanding the fundamental skills required in a leadership role.
Many leaders act as if the introductory course in a series is the only
course that exists or is necessary for them. We are aware of only a
handful of corporate development programs targeted specifically to
make good people great.

3. Many 360-degree leadership assessments compare leaders’ results and
show how they compare with the average. The unintended message
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that most leaders get from the assessments is that if you are in the
midrange, “You are okay and okay is good enough.”

Figure 2-7 shows the results from a 360-degree assessment. The
dark background area is the norm, which is the average of all others
taking this assessment. Looking at the results for Pat Brown against the
norm gives the impression that Pat is viewed in a generally positive
light by the respondents and is a good leader. The results for Pat are
more positive in several areas than the norm. Even after informing
leaders that a norm is the average of the best and worst leaders, most
people continue to look at areas where they are slightly more positive
than the norm as areas that are strengths; only areas considerably less
positive than the norm are viewed as serious weaknesses requiring any
remedial action.

Figure 2-8 depicts the same results for Pat Brown, but this time the
standard represents the 90th percentile score on each of the
competencies. Showing this new target tends to change the focus of
the feedback. Pat Brown is doing well but still has a long way to go to
move from a good leader to an extraordinary leader. By contrasting
results with a mean average, the message communicated is, “The goal
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is to be better than average.” Contrasting results with levels of
extraordinary leaders shows people the distance that they need to
move to achieve a higher level.

4. Good leaders often fail to appreciate and understand the differences
between good leadership and great leadership.

It is always interesting to watch diving competitions during the
Olympics. When observers witness the first dive, most are usually
impressed. The observer’s point of comparison is often amateur diving,
and compared with the dives of amateur competitors, the Olympian’s
dive is beautiful, graceful, and executed precisely. Then the scores
come up and they are “5,” “6,” “6,” “5,” “7,” and the commentator
says, “Did you see that splash?” or “Notice how the knees were bent
and the feet pointed in different directions.” You are often surprised
and chagrined because you had not noticed any of those problems. As
the competition continues, the judges and the commentators train
everyone on the finer points of competition diving. After an hour of
watching diving competition, the ability of people to judge great
diving skills has moved from nonexistent to rudimentary. If a diver
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makes a huge mistake you notice it, but you are still frequently
surprised when you judge a dive as excellent and the judges mark it
down because of a fine detail that you missed.

Judging leadership is much the same way. Too many have remained
casual observers of leadership rather than becoming trained judges.
They experience leadership from others and feel the effects (that was
great leadership or that was terrible) but lack the insight of how the
effect was created or what its longer-lasting consequences will be.

People frequently confuse personality traits for leadership. They
assume that assertiveness, or the ability to make a compelling speech
or give people crisp orders, is leadership. It is not.

In order for people to improve their leadership ability, they need 
to become astute observers of leadership. They not only need to
understand some basic concepts and be reasonably well read but 
also need to be able to judge everyday interactions and understand
what is missing.

5. Many good leaders believe that extraordinary leaders are prodigies,
having been endowed with some unusual gifts from birth. Most
recognize that people with exceptional leadership talents exist, but it is
difficult for others to understand the path in their development that
brought them from being good leaders to being extraordinary leaders.
The bar set to achieve extraordinary leadership seems too high to
achieve, and the path to develop extensive skills is not clear. This is akin
to watching a great concert pianist and aspiring to play the same way she
does. The fantasy is fun, but given the reality of looking at what it would
take to accomplish such a feat, most don’t even start. One music student
described her experience completing her degree in music pedagogy.
She indicated that there were a few students who had exceptional
natural ability but lacked discipline. Watching the professors interact
with these students, she observed that the professors were not very
excited about working with these students with natural talent but poor
discipline. Professors chose to mentor students with strong discipline.
When asked about their choices regarding which students they chose to
mentor, one of the professors commented, “Discipline is always more
important than some natural ability. With some dedicated practice,
those with discipline will surpass those with natural ability in a few
semesters. Without discipline and the ability to learn, those with natural
ability will never progress above their current ability.”
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A great deal of research has been done on individuals who achieve
high levels of individual performance. The researchers, Anders
Ericsson and Neil Charness, described having exceptional ability or
talent as “expert performance.” These researchers have produced a
great deal of empirical research on the question of whether people are
born with “innate talent.”7

Most people believe that there are individuals possessing superior
intelligence and aptitude who distinguish themselves and are referred
to as gifted. The philosophy of gifted individuals dates back to periods
of time when kings and rulers were called “royalty.” The implication
of royalty is that there is some genetic or inherited difference between
individuals. The idea that many individuals can develop exceptional
ability is inconsistent with the idea that “only my son is qualified to be
king.” A review of the literature reveals that appropriate training can
have a dramatic impact on performance. Research in music
performance revealed that children who showed little sign of musical
talent but who were trained with the Suzuki method achieved
equivalent levels to those of musical prodigies. A common conception
is that most child prodigies show innate abilities at a young age.
Research into the backgrounds of those with exceptional talent shows
a great deal of evidence toward the personal interests of children but
very little evidence of any innate ability.

The reality is that people who are considered prodigies in music,
chess, athletics, or other areas all had a very consistent pattern. All
showed interest in their talents, and all practiced from between two to
four hours a day for 10 years. The 10-year mark was an amazingly
similar finding regardless of musical, mathematical, or athletic talent.
There is very strong research to show that expertise as a violinist
correlated almost exactly with the number of hours of practice.
Experts practice over 10,000 hours, the next level about 7,500 hours,
and the next level 5,000 hours. Ericsson and Charness concluded
their analysis by stating, “The traditional view of talent, which
concludes that successful individuals have special innate abilities and
basic capacities, is not consistent with the reviewed evidence.” They
went on to say that more plausible explanations of individual
differences “are factors that predispose individuals toward engaging in
deliberate practice and enable them to sustain high levels of practice
for many years.”
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Another characteristic of expert performers was that they typically
had coaches who encouraged them to practice intensely. Suppose that
a person decides she wants to learn to play golf. She begins by signing
up for several lessons, and then she hires a personal coach to play with
her. After a few months of lessons, she is performing at an adequate
level and so she begins to “play” golf with friends. Playing is
inherently more fun than intense practice, but the learning curve goes
down considerably. To continue to improve, people need to take the
time regularly for intense practice, and that is most effective when
accompanied by an experienced coach.

Most individuals, as they become managers for the first time, go
through an intense learning period. They receive a great deal of
training, personal coaching, and are open to ideas and suggestions
from experienced managers. They take time to plan meetings,
performance reviews, and how they will give feedback to direct
reports. They also pay close attention to others, watching to
understand techniques and skills. They are practicing leadership with
an intent to get better. Their learning curve is high. Once they get
reasonably competent at being managers, they do something very
similar to the above example of golf. They switch from practicing to
playing. While playing, the intensity of their learning goes down.
Playing leadership is inherently more fun than practicing leadership,
but skill development is very slow and sometimes stops altogether. In a
recent meeting at a large oil company, we asked a group of executives
if they were focused on playing or practicing leadership. The
consensus of the group was that everyone was busy playing and
nobody was practicing to get better.

One implication of this research is that some great leaders are not
born with, but acquire at an early age, the desire to make things
happen with other people. We believe that other leaders can acquire
increased leadership ability with practice at any age. The real key is
that they engage in intense practice. Bad leaders assume that
deliberate practice makes no difference, so they continue to perform
but never improve.

6. Leaders are only willing to be as effective as those who in turn lead
them. Tom Watson, Jr., is often credited as the key architect of IBM’s
culture. One manifestation of that culture was that men wore white
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shirts, dark suits, and wing-tip shoes. He once remarked that if he wore
a pink shirt to work, he was sure that the following day he would see
hundreds of executives wearing pink shirts.

Leaders cast a significant shadow in the organizations where they work. A
colleague, Paul McKinnon, did some research several years ago to measure
the shadows of leaders with several of his clients. In a follow-up study we con-
ducted to analyze the shadows of leaders, we found that employees who have
worked for the same boss for several years tend to share not only the strengths
but also the weaknesses of their boss. In the study, we examined the 360-
degree results for a manager and identified areas of strength and opportuni-
ties for improvement. The 360-degree results were then analyzed for all of the
direct reports of the manager (who were also managers). Managers with a large
shadow showed the exact same list of strengths and opportunities for improve-
ment as their direct reports. The analysis calculated the percent overlap
between managers and all of their direct reports. The percentages varied from
a small shadow (e.g., 25 percent overlap) to a large shadow (100 percent over-
lap). This “shadow” can cut both ways. If you work with an extraordinary
leader, the tendency is that your leadership effectiveness will be close to that
of your leader. On the other hand, if your boss is an ineffective leader, the
tendency is that you won’t be much better. In the study, we found the length
of a leader’s shadow to vary. The length of time people spend with the same
boss can increase the size of the shadow.

In the study, we found that some leaders and their direct reports had a 100
percent overlap between strengths and weaknesses. By their nature, people
think their approach to work is best, and bosses tend to hire employees who
have a similar style. Over time, bosses reinforce their positive as well as neg-
ative traits by unconsciously rewarding some employee behaviors while dis-
couraging or ignoring others. As a result, employees are conditioned to mimic
those to whom they report.

For example, assume a leader who is very detail oriented, task focused, and
technically proficient, but not sensitive toward co-workers reporting to him.
More often than not, this person’s subordinates generally share his skills and are
also not regarded as especially considerate of others. Most of the time, bosses
do not actively encourage brusqueness, but the managers saw their boss get away
with it and felt they could, too. The process of mimicking the strengths and
weaknesses of one’s boss is an unconscious process. Possibly, one of the most
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startling pieces of research that validates these findings is the study of child
abuse. It is well established that children who are abused have a high likelihood
of becoming abusive parents. It seems almost impossible to comprehend why
children who detest and suffer from the way that their parents treat them often
treat their children exactly the same way. Many adults have exerted great effort
to successfully break their child-rearing practices from the past and start a new
legacy of positive child-rearing. Many parents have had the experience as a child
of promising themselves that they would “never treat their children that way,”
only to find themselves doing exactly the same thing to their children.

A by-product of the phenomenon is that employees are rarely more effec-
tive than their bosses. That is good news if the boss is an extraordinary leader.
The direct reports tend to rise to that level. But we observed over and over
that employees are only as good as their bosses. Bosses set the standards, high
or low. The findings have implications.

● The extent to which leaders merely encourage subordinates to be their
clones becomes problematic. Indeed, it may demonstrate a lack of
appreciation for different styles and approaches, which ultimately may
be detrimental to the organization’s goals.

● Leaders in the organization should be made cognizant of the ways
they reinforce their own behaviors in their direct reports. Superiors
should think more consciously of the role they play in people’s lives
and careers and the legacy they will leave once they are gone.

● Superiors need to be reminded to recruit employees with a 
diversity of skills and work styles that would enrich and contribute 
to the organization.

● Organizations seeking a culture change should begin with an
intervention at the senior level, as the best way to bring real change is
usually to change the leaders.

● It takes great leaders to develop great leaders. The idea of “Do as I say,
not as I do” just won’t work with leadership.

Imagine the impact on any organization if 20 percent of the good leaders
could move on to become excellent. Fast forward in your mind to the orga-
nizational results that would produce. Consider the profound impact on cul-
ture and the motivation level of employees. Imagine the transformed work
experience of all inside the organization.
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The research is clear regarding the impact of leadership on desirable out-
comes. Good leaders are substantially more effective than bad leaders, but
great leaders make a great difference.

The Proper Measure of “Greatness”
For the sake of convenience, we have selected “great” leaders by examining
the top 10 percent from a population of leaders from well-respected organi-
zations. However, we are the first to acknowledge that this is merely for con-
venience. The proper measure is against an objective standard, and there is
no reason why an organization could not have 90 percent of its first-level man-
agers or supervisors who were great, versus the arbitrary 10 percent that we
analyzed.

Indeed, our definition could probably be reverse engineered. When you
could identify a leader who produced

● High productivity
● Low turnover
● High customer satisfaction
● High profitability
● Innovation
● Positive relationships with suppliers

then you could, by definition, say this was an extremely effective leader.
Effective leadership is best defined and measured by the results produced, not
by simply taking a certain number from the top of a distribution.

The Organization’s Objective
The more “great” leaders an organization can develop, the stronger it will be.
This is true for multiple reasons, but some of those are the following:

● The contribution these leaders make to the units they manage
● The example or role model they set for the entire organization
● The cumulative impact their performance has in creating an entirely

new culture for the organization
● The elevated standard of performance that is set within the organization
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We have advocated strongly that individuals focus on their strengths. By
doing that, they greatly increase the likelihood of being perceived as great
leaders. That same principle applies to the organization. By increasing the
number of high-performing leaders, the organization gains great strength. It
is always tempting to attempt to fix the low-performing ones, but the greatest
gain appears to come by helping more leaders become truly excellent.

The only downside of any organization doing that is the target they become
for headhunters. Just as GE has become the spawning ground for corporate
CEOs, so will any company that produces great leaders. However, that is a
relatively small price to pay for the enormous gains to be achieved by suc-
cessfully developing great leaders for the firm.

Good Versus Bad Thinking
As a teenager, one of the authors had the opportunity to hear an astronaut
describe the challenges of going to the Moon. His analogy was that the accu-
racy of going from Earth to the Moon was equivalent to shooting a bullet in
New York and hitting a gumball in Los Angeles. It was a very dramatic exam-
ple of the importance of correct aim and midcourse corrections. If the aim
was off just a little in New York, the target would be missed by a state or two
barring major corrections. The more we work with individuals and organiza-
tions, the more it becomes clear that small, even barely noticeable, actions
can have huge consequences over time.

One of the small, barely noticeable philosophies that most people hold
today is binary thinking about good versus bad. We are constantly amused that
when trying to uncover problems in organizations, there is a search to iden-
tify the “bad people.” One of the most common tendencies is that when a mis-
take occurs in an organization and there is a search for the cause, frequently
a person or group is sought to be the source of the problem. The “fall person”
is blamed for everything. This is rarely the truth, but most people find it much
more convenient.

On the other side, we have the search for “good.” Having conducted a vari-
ety of studies to identify characteristics of high performers, what inevitably
becomes a difficult task is to determine the criteria for identifying high per-
formers. This would appear to be a simple task, but as the different measure-
ments are laid out it becomes a challenge. Organizations search for some
simple criteria to easily and quickly pinpoint the good from the bad. In this
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chapter, we have presented a new philosophy about leadership. This philos-
ophy expands a person’s thinking from “Leaders are either good or bad” to
“Leaders are bad, good, and great.” This is a small change from what many
currently believe, but we believe this small philosophical difference can have
a huge impact on the success of both individuals and organizations. For indi-
viduals, this philosophy should help good leaders understand that good is not
great. It never was and never will be. Good is good, but the ultimate target is
extraordinary leadership. We hope this helps people not to be satisfied with
good performance.

For organizations, this philosophy ought to clarify the competitive advan-
tage of great leadership. When discussing their leadership talent, executives
will sometimes state, “I don’t think we have a problem with our leaders”
(which when translated means, we don’t have bad leaders). The problem is
not an abundance of bad leaders; the problem is the universal acceptance of
good leaders and assuming that they don’t need to be any better.
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3

SIMPLIFYING LEADERSHIP

I wouldn’t give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity but
I would give my right arm for the simplicity on the other side of complexity.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes

Our objective in this chapter is to provide some of the “simplicity that lies just
on the other side of complexity.” In Chapter 1, we presented many of the
dimensions that create the extremely complex nature of leadership. In this
chapter, we wish to reduce that complexity to a model of leadership that is
more easily understood.

Mattresses and Tents

Mattresses
For decades, researchers and observers have tried to find the competency, trait,
knowledge base, personality dimension, or thought process that makes a person
a good leader. The analysis was extremely granular, breaking leadership into as
many discrete competencies as possible. The outcome was to describe leader-
ship behaviors or competencies as highly specific, discrete, individualized acts.
Each trait or characteristic was made separate and distinct from all the others.

One metaphor compares this approach to understanding leadership as a
“coil-spring mattress.” This approach to leadership assumes that these traits
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or characteristics are like individually encased coil springs in an expensive
mattress. The advertisements for these mattresses show a glass of water stand-
ing on the mattress, and someone dropping a bowling ball adjacent to the
glass of water, all without spilling a drop.

In understanding leadership, if that theory were true, a leader could be
extremely technically competent without that affecting the relationships in a
team. Or the leader could be a highly effective motivator or inspirer of peo-
ple but totally lack the ability to make things happen inside the organization.
To the extent that competencies are definable, specific behaviors, independ-
ent from all other behavior, this belief has great logic. And we acknowledge
that this happens in selected instances.

The major defect with this entire theory is that it simply does not fit the
empirical data we have available. We will present compelling evidence in
Chapter 4 that:

1. Not all competencies are equivalent to each other. Some are far more
powerful in separating highly effective leaders from the rest.

2. Leadership behaviors are all knit together, much like the complex
network of the human brain. There is a great deal of interdependence
between them. Each of the 16 competencies that was most powerful
in separating leaders was highly correlated to all of the other 16
competencies.

3. Effective leadership demands a balance of competencies from 
five different sectors.

4. Combinations of competencies, not any single one, produce great
leaders.

5. The more people have of the 16 competencies that truly make a
difference, the more likely they are to be perceived as great leaders.

Tents
Instead of a mattress with individual springs, a more accurate picture of lead-
ership is represented by a large tent, as depicted in Figure 3-1, with the three-
dimensional space under the canvas representing the leadership effectiveness
of the individual. The best leaders have the greatest number of cubic yards of
space under their tent. We think this view helps to illustrate the true nature
of leadership and how it is developed.
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The distinguishing characteristics of this model are

1. Leadership behaviors are clustered into five areas.
2. Strength in a cluster becomes a “tent pole” that lifts the leadership of

that person to a higher level.
3. Effective leaders possess skills in each area; so multiple poles are

necessary to lift the tent.
4. Statistically significant correlations exist between most of the

important competencies (the canvas is in one piece).

The key to lifting more of the tent (becoming a more effective leader) is to
get multiple poles high in the air. If you have only one tent pole, it pulls the
entire tent around the center of the pole. Our metaphor unfolds as follows.
Allow us the liberty of having modern tent poles that extend themselves like
the antenna on a car. As a pole is extended, one section of the tent is lifted
up, and in doing, a broad expanse of canvas is raised. The more the pole is
extended, the higher the canvas is lifted. (Remember, the tent pole is the
degree of strength and the number of competencies with great strength in one
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area that an individual possesses.) So, assume that this first tent pole comes
up from the cluster we have labeled “Character.”

A second pole (assume this one is created by the cluster “Focus on Results”)
elevates a new section of the tent, and in so doing, it raises the canvas that is
directly above it but also raises the canvas that is between this new pole and
the first one. The canvas that was initially around the first pole moves closer
to the full height of both tent poles. With each succeeding tent pole, large
expanses of canvas are lifted until ultimately there is a huge volume of space
under the tent.

The poles in our metaphor represent key “strengths” of the individual
leader, especially those that have been shown to make a difference in sepa-
rating the great from the good. The canvas represents all of the behaviors and
competencies possible to be displayed by a leader. (We have seen competency
models from some organizations in which there were 173 behaviors defined
for the leaders to assess themselves against. That seems to us to be a few more
behaviors than most humans can keep track of on a daily basis.)

Making a Leader
We will now more thoroughly describe these five major elements of leader-
ship attributes.

Character—The Center Pole of Every Leader
We begin with the component that is indeed at the core. Everything radiates
from it. It is the center pole of the tent (Figure 3-2). It is so important that
some authors have written about it as if it were synonymous with leadership.
For example:

● Warren Bennis, one of the most respected writers and researchers on
leadership, has talked about leadership being all about integrity.

● Max De Pree, the CEO of Herman Miller and a frequent writer on
leadership, has equated leadership with personal character.

● Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner have written a book entitled Credibility
and defined personal credibility as the foundation of all leadership.

● Jim Shaffer writes about leadership being defined by “telling 
the truth.”
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● Stephen Covey has written about the importance of leaders following
principles in their daily behavior.

These are just a sampling of the many writings about leadership that
emphasize the role of personal character in leadership. Our research confirms
that personal character is absolutely at the heart of effective leadership.

Here are some of the ways character gets defined:

● Making decisions with the organization paramount in their mind,
versus allowing a personal agenda to influence decisions

● Keeping commitments that are made
● Practicing self-development; constantly learning
● Being receptive to, and specifically asking for, feedback from others
● Being approachable by anyone
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● Treating everyone the same—no “smiling up and kicking down”
behavior

● Treating the waitress and bellhop with dignity, as well as people of
high status

● Trusting other people; assuming they have good intentions
● Working collaboratively with others, versus seeing everyone as a

competitor
● Not acting in an arrogant manner toward others
● Being tenacious and not giving up because something is difficult
● Having emotional resilience; adjusting rapidly to changing

environments

Many organizations have learned that finding people with the right char-
acter is the absolute requirement for long-term success of the organization.

A colleague asked a senior executive of Louis Vuitton, the maker of high-
end luggage and personal accessories, how they went about getting people to
produce such high-quality products. The executive’s answer was, “You look
for people who seek quality in their personal life, and in all the things they
use and possess. You can’t train that into people.”

The retailer Nordstrom is currently working to regain the position that it
once held as the leading provider of excellent service. Again, when the exec-
utives are asked about how they plan to do that, their answer is “Hire nice peo-
ple.” It is much easier to teach a nice person selling skills and how to use
“point of sale” equipment than it is to teach “niceness” to someone who knows
how to complete the paperwork for a sales transaction.

However, our research shows that when people receive high scores on this
important dimension of leadership, but this is all they score highly on, then
the likelihood of them being perceived as outstanding leaders is approximately
6 percent. And if people are given low marks on these “character” dimensions,
they will absolutely not be perceived as great leaders.

We concur, therefore, with the people who have written of the importance
of leaders being persons of high character. Without it, long-term failure is cer-
tain. Where we part company with some is our conclusion that character is a
necessary, but not sufficient, element for great leadership. To complicate the
matter even further, there are some people who are perceived as effective lead-
ers yet who seem to possess major character flaws. This will probably be known
in leadership literature in decades to come as the “Clinton phenomenon.” It
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seems more often to be reserved for political leaders than for those in business
and industry, but we do not pretend to fully understand that anomaly.

In the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center on September
11, 2001, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani stepped in to orchestrate the City of New
York’s response to the situation. Giuliani rose to the occasion with hands-on,
calming, decisive behavior that earned him extremely high marks from citi-
zens and the media. One commentator on National Public Radio said that
“it was as if the situation erased all the negative images that had surrounded
Giuliani.” He had been through a sordid divorce, had been accused of racial
slurs, been tagged as “Mussolini on the Hudson,” and was in general disfavor.
Then, suddenly, an event and the way he handled it transformed him into 
a hero.

Personal Capability
The second important tent pole of leadership is the personal capability the
individual possesses (Figure 3-3). This cluster of abilities comprises skills or
competencies that are absolutely crucial for people to be highly regarded by
peers, subordinates, and bosses. These are not skills that would typically be
described as leadership skills, and yet our research proves they must be in
place for any individual to be perceived as a strong leader.

Some of these individual capabilities are

● Technical knowledge. Research with a large natural resources products
company showed that the quality or attribute that had the highest
correlation with being perceived as a great leader was technical
competence. Those who were perceived as the best leaders always
scored high on this dimension. Conversely, those in the bottom 10
percent of the overall scores scored low on technical competence.

● Product knowledge. A thorough understanding of what the
organization produces and why it is superior to competitive products.

● Problem-analysis and problem-solving skills. The ability to define a
problem, analyze it, and come up with solid recommendations for
resolving it.

● Professional skills. These include the ability to write an intelligent,
concise report or memorandum; the ability to comfortably make a
compelling presentation in front of a group; and the abilities to
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organize one’s work in an efficient manner, to monitor progress, and
to act without being told by someone in authority.

● Innovation. This refers to the ability to have a fresh outlook in
approaching a problem, to shake loose of old methods and processes
and see new possibilities. Innovation means being able to climb out of
ruts and do things in a different fashion.

● Initiative. This describes the person who sees something falling in the
cracks between one department and another and who immediately
steps in to make certain it is handled. It involves volunteering when
something needs to be done and no one currently is doing it.

● Effective use of information technology. This person sets an example in
the consistent use of e-mail, powerful software applications, and any
technology that escalates performance.
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One of the most useful frameworks by which to understand how people
contribute in their careers is the four stages model, originally developed by
Gene Dalton and Paul Thompson.1 This model describes four stages of career
growth through which people may move. In many cases, people become
locked into one stage because they do not possess the necessary skills and
behavior to move forward. In other cases, people stay at a particular stage
because it fits their needs and aptitudes. The four stages are

● Stage I: depending on others
● Stage II: contributing independently
● Stage III: contributing through others
● Stage IV: leading through vision

Stage I. The first stage of careers has been described as depending on others.2

In Stage I, people willingly accept direction from others. People in Stage I
demonstrate some competency on a portion of a larger project but tend to
focus on performing detailed and routine tasks. Stage I individuals show some
directed creativity and can be depended on to deliver on time and on budget.
Stage I is an important career step. It is that time when people learn the ropes
and gain an in-depth understanding of technology and organizational dynam-
ics. Most individuals spend limited time in Stage I at the beginning of their
careers or when they take on a new assignment. Because the major psycho-
logical focus of Stage I is dependence, no leadership is exhibited in this stage.
People in Stage I are led; they do not lead. Research with hundreds of organ-
izations has uncovered that some people never leave Stage I. They continue
to rely on others for direction. Other people make a transition from Stage I
early in their careers but then, because they are out of date or lack skills, tran-
sition back later in their career.

Stage II. The second stage is contributing independently. This describes a
series of behaviors that enable a person to assume responsibility for a defin-
able project, not to rely on a supervisor but, instead, to work autonomously.
This person produces significant results and in so doing develops greater tech-
nical expertise, along with a strong reputation. This person also builds a strong
network of personal relationships. This stage of career growth is an absolute
gateway to further progression. If people cannot perform well in Stage II posi-
tions, they cannot move on successfully to roles in which they will be respon-
sible for a group of people.
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Having a proper set of personal capabilities is another way of saying that
the excellent leader must have moved successfully through Stage II. Leaders
cannot skip this stage; if they do, they pay a price as they move upward in the
organization and then have to go back and acquire skills that should have
been acquired earlier in their careers. This is the time when self-confidence
must be developed, as well as trust in one’s own perceptions of situations.

Moving too fast through Stage II is also dangerous. In moving too rapidly,
people do not develop self-confidence or build credibility with others in the
organization. Our analysis of the research data on leaders shows that effective
leaders learned professional skills during this stage of their careers. Without
these skills, further progress is severely limited. Leadership in Stage II is some-
times described as personal leadership.

Stage III. The third stage is about contributing through others, and every
effective leader of others is at least in Stage III. Many people who have the
title of “manager,” however, are not in Stage III, but remain locked in Stage
II, even though they are surrounded by the trappings of a Stage III leader.
These are managers who continue to process claim forms or design a new part
because it is more comfortable to function as an individual contributor than
as a leader. Frequently, they will “cherry-pick” the best assignments and com-
pete with their direct reports for recognition and rewards. They are unable or
unwilling to leave their comfort zone of being personally productive using
some technical tasks.

Stage III behavior requires people to develop others, to represent the organ-
ization to clients and external groups, and to build strong internal and exter-
nal networks. Stage III contributors achieve positive results as they work with
and through others. They have organizational impact by mentoring others,
by heading up a project team, and by taking on responsibility for much more
than their own performance. (What this means, of course, is that there are
many Stage III people who do not have the words “supervisor,” “manager,”
or “director” in front of their names. The creators of this useful framework by
which to understand career growth have done research that shows there to be
five times as many people in Stage III who do not have a managerial title as
there are those who have a formal role and title.)

Stage IV. A small number of people move beyond Stage III and become
Stage IV leaders. Research shows that only 5 percent of the working popula-
tion ends up in Stage IV functions. That means, obviously, that 95 percent of
everyone working in organizations ends up having perfectly satisfactory careers
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without moving to Stage IV. For that group, there is one more tent pole that
must be erected to make them complete leaders. First, let’s examine what they
must accomplish.

Stage IV leaders are that group of individuals in the organization who:

● Create the overarching vision for the organization
● Define the strategic direction of the firm
● Exercise strong influence over the critical decisions that are made
● Represent the organization to the outside world, including customers,

suppliers, and trade associations
● Are the antenna to the outside world, collecting information and

scanning the horizon for change
● Shape the culture
● Allocate resources among competing groups
● Translate the strategic direction into personal objectives for people

For each individual at each stage, leadership looks different. Table 3-1
describes the necessary elements of personal capability for Stage II, Stage III,
and Stage IV leaders.

Focus on Results
Our model for effective leadership now takes on a new dimension (Figure 3-4).
It would be ideal if we could erect these next two tent poles simultaneously.
These two elements, Focus on Results and Interpersonal Skills, require that
Character and Personal Capability be in place, but it appears to make no dif-
ference which of these two components comes after that. Indeed, there exists
a remarkable relationship between these two components of leadership.

How does a leader focus on results? Here are some of the ways:

● Establishes stretch goals for their people
● Takes personal responsibility for the outcomes of the group
● Provides ongoing feedback and coaching to his or her people
● Sets loftier targets for the group to achieve
● Personally sponsors an initiative or action
● Initiates new programs, projects, processes, client relationships, or

technology
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● Focuses on organization goals and ensures that they are translated into
actions by his or her department

● Operates with speed and intensity; accelerates the pace of the group
● Champions the cause of the customer
● Balances long-term and short-term objectives

Table 3-2 shows how Focus on Results differs for Stage II, III, and IV leaders.
Producing results is a key outcome of effective leadership. As Dave Ulrich,

Jack Zenger, and Norm Smallwood noted in their book Results-Based Lead-
ership, leadership is ultimately about producing results.3 What we have
described in this section are some of those behaviors, skills, and competen-
cies that lead directly to the production of positive results in an organization.
The authors of Results-Based Leadership described these as the “attributes”
necessary to produce spectacular results.
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Stage II Stage III Stage IV
Contributing Contributing Leading through Vision
Independently through Others (Organizational 
(Personal Leadership) (Local Leadership) Leadership)

● Knows the job well
● Many people seek 

his or her opinion
● Is considered an expert in

their field
● Integrates large volumes

of data into a logical and
coherent structure for
analysis

● Demonstrates the ability
to solve problems under
conditions of uncertainty
and ambiguity

● Creates new opportunities
or overcomes obstacles by
rethinking situations

● Demonstrates a breadth 
of technical/functional
knowledge outside of his 
or her core specialty

● Is not threatened by the
technical competence 
of others

● Clarifies complex data 
or situations so that others
can comprehend, respond,
and contribute

● Assists others in interpreting
and tolerating ambiguous
information

● Coaches others on how to
present interpretive results

● Provides support and
encouragement to others
when they attempt to
innovate—even when 
they fail

● Shapes organization direction
to reinforce the continual need
for technical excellence

● Ensures that the organization
has access to
technical/professional resources
that allow employees to remain
cutting edge

● Identifies and helps to quickly
resolve ill-defined, complex
problems that cross
organizational boundaries

● Requires accurate and crucial
information as a basis for sound
organization-wide decisions

● Communicates the importance
of clear, critical thinking in all
jobs throughout the company

● Fosters an organizational
environment that encourages
others to question their usual
way of looking at things

Table 3-1 “Personal Capabilities” for Stages II, III, and IV
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Stage II Stage III Stage IV
Contributing Contributing Leading through Vision
Independently through Others (Organizational 
(Personal Leadership) (Local Leadership) Leadership)

● Can be counted on to
accomplish his or her job
without close supervision

● Bounces back from
setbacks; does not lose
confidence or become
discouraged

● Overcomes difficult
challenges that interfere
with getting the job done

● Builds commitment in
others for their individual
and team objectives

● Accepts responsibility for
the results-based
outcome(s) of group efforts

● Holds others accountable
for results

● Promotes a strong, sense of
urgency for reaching goals
and meeting deadlines

● Establishes key result areas for
the organization

● Communicates the key or “vital
few” performance indicators
that measure organizational
results

● Leads or champions efforts that
increase productivity and goal
accomplishment throughout 
the organization

Table 3-2 “Focus on Results” for Stages II, III, and IV



In one study of just over 1,000 managers of a large corporation, we ana-
lyzed the behaviors that separated the top 10 percent of its leaders from the
rest. Here are some of the items:

● This person brings ideas into action.
● This person pushes to “take the next step forward.”
● This person brings energy, enthusiasm, and urgency to his or her work.
● This person looks for ways to improve his or her job and overall function.

Notice the pattern of taking action, causing things to occur, pushing forward,
and continual improvement. The image that comes to mind is leaders with
their foot on the accelerator—most of the time, pressed to the floorboard.

Interpersonal Skills
The companion set of skills to Focus on Results required for effective lead-
ers is “people” skills or Interpersonal Skills (Figure 3-5). These are extremely
important to the success of any leader, especially since the demise of “com-
mand and control” styles of leadership. This tent pole, along with the one
in the center, supports the most canvas. Interpersonal Skills includes 
more “differentiating competencies” than does any other cluster, and they
are the most frequently correlated with all of the other “differentiating
competencies.”

What are the specific skills required of a Stage III leader with strong inter-
personal skills? Here are the competencies:

● Communicating powerfully and prolifically
● Inspiring others to high performance
● Building positive relationships with others
● Developing the skills and talents of subordinates
● Working in a collaborative manner with others
● Being an effective team member
● Recognizing and rewarding the contributions of others
● Being open and receptive to new ideas
● Responding positively to feedback
● Effectively resolving conflicts within their own department and with

other groups outside
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● Influencing people upward in the organization, in addition to 
peers and subordinates

● Building the self-esteem of others, giving positive indications of their
ability to succeed

● Teaching others in a helpful manner

Table 3-3 shows how Interpersonal Skills differ for Stage II, III, and IV 
leaders.

Some writers on the subject of leadership have suggested that interpersonal
skills are the major determinant of leadership effectiveness and that 80 percent
of all organizations’ lists of crucial competencies for success would be included
in the dimension of interpersonal effectiveness. Our data show, however, that
if leaders are good only at interpersonal relationships, they again have a fairly
low probability of being in the top 10 percent of all leaders in a firm.
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The Power of Combinations. From an experience of his professional life,
one of the authors recounts the following story. “Upon returning from a trip,
I noticed that my administrative assistant had a severe rash on the inside of
her arm. We worked for a pharmaceutical company, one of whose specialties
was dermatology. I jokingly said, ‘Kathy, you aren’t a very good advertisement
for our products.’ She explained that she had been to three dermatologists,
who had each prescribed different medications. Nothing had helped. I said,

66 • The Extraordinary Leader

Stage II Stage III Stage IV
Contributing Contributing Leading through Vision
Independently through Others (Organizational 
(Personal Leadership) (Local Leadership) Leadership)

● Establishes rapport easily
● Is interested in what

other people have to say
● Adjusts his or her

interpersonal approach to
meet the interpersonal
style and needs of others

● Deals effectively with
people in order to get his
or her work accomplished

● Helps others find their
own answers rather than
telling them what they
should do

● Considers the opinions of
other team members

● Challenges proposed team
actions in such a way as
to create constructive
discussion of alternative
views

● Represents the work group’s
ideas and interests to others

● Helps others learn the
interpersonal skills needed
to network effectively

● Encourages people to say
what they think

● Is generous in recognizing
the contributions of others

● Demonstrates confidence
and trust in other people’s
abilities

● Proactively coaches 
and/or mentors others

● Knows when to let go of the
details in order to help
others learn from experience

● Delegates tasks or
assignments that provide
developmental experiences

● Keeps the team informed
about current and upcoming
issues

● Fosters a climate of trust
and respect within the team

● Maintains and uses
relationships outside the
company through which he or
she  can generate resources or
information

● Builds and/or supports mutually
beneficial relationships with
other organizations,
professional associations,
and community contacts

● Actively and generously shares
his or her extensive network of
internal and external contacts
to accomplish organizational
goals

● Influences or leads
organizational efforts (e.g.,
succession planning, key
assignments) that support
employee development

● Identifies and sponsors
developmental opportunities for
others that help them gain wide
exposure and experience

● Models teamwork by working
effectively with other leaders in
the organization

● Plays a leading role in
integrating and orchestrating
the operations and activities of
key business teams

Table 3-3 “Interpersonal Skills” for Stages II, III, and IV



‘Well, we have a consulting dermatologist downstairs who is considered to be
one of the best in the world—let’s go see him.’ So, this eminent dermatolo-
gist looked at it, took a culture from it, and when I returned from another
business trip, Kathy’s rash was gone. I asked what had happened, and she said,
‘Dr. Scholtz discovered that I had both a fungal and bacterial infection on my
arm. The previous doctors had treated one or the other. He treated them both
simultaneously and it cleared up.’ I learned from this experience that doing
two things together can work magic, while doing one alone often accom-
plishes nothing.”

In a study, we looked at managers who were in the top quartile on Focus
on Results but were not in the top quartile on Interpersonal Skills. The like-
lihood of being perceived as a great leader was 13 percent. Contrasting peo-
ple in the opposite position (e.g., in the top quartile on Interpersonal Skills
and not in the top quartile on Focus on Results), there was a 9 percent prob-
ability of being perceived as a great leader. When we found leaders who were
good at both Focus on Results and Interpersonal Skills, the likelihood of that
person being perceived as one of the top 10 percent leaped to 68 percent. This
fact powerfully reinforces the idea that effective leaders are not one-celled
people, who focus maniacally on just one thing. To the contrary, we have
learned that great leaders do many things well.

In his book Team Zebra,4 Steve Frangos described his efforts to transform
the black-and-white film division of Kodak. One powerful message in the book
was that success in changing the culture of the organization came from doing
several things simultaneously. No one thing, by itself, did much. But the com-
bination of training programs, surveys, team building, quality circles, and
coaching initiatives was extremely powerful.

Leading Organizational Change
What are the specific skills required for Leading Organizational Change 
(Figure 3-6)? Here are the competencies:

● Has the ability to be a champion for change in the organization
● Leads projects or programs, presenting them so that others support them
● Is an effective marketer for his or her work group’s projects, programs,

or products
● Has a strategic perspective
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● Knows his or her work relates to the organization’s business strategy
(line-of-sight connection)

● Translates the organization’s vision and objectives into challenging
and meaningful goals for others

● Takes the long view; can be trusted to balance short-term and long-
term needs of the organization

● Connects the outside world with internal groups
● Represents the work group to key groups outside the group or

department
● Helps people understand how meeting customers’ needs is central to

the mission and goals of the organization

Table 3-4 shows how Leading Organizational Change differs for Stage II,
III, and IV leaders.
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Measuring Your Change Leadership
Effectiveness
One study we conducted involved the different techniques that leaders use to
introduce a specific change into a work group.

Assessing Your Change Leadership Style
Take a few moments to complete the following short questionnaire on your
usual approach to introducing a change in your organization.
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Stage II Stage III Stage IV
Contributing Contributing Leading through Vision
Independently through Others (Organizational 
(Personal Leadership) (Local Leadership) Leadership)

● Is quick to recognize
situations or conditions
where change is needed

● Adjusts work objectives,
activities, and tasks to
align with and support
achievement of change

● Aligns his or her business
objectives with the
organization’s strategic
plan or objectives

● Uses information about
the market and
competitors to provide
input into the
organization’s strategic
planning process

● Thinks beyond the “day-
to-day” to take a longer-
term view of the business

● Understands how his or
her  work relates to the
organization’s business
strategy

● Energizes others to want to
change by pointing out the
need for change

● Encourages people to let go
of old ways so the new ways
can begin

● Helps others overcome their
resistance to change

● Clarifies how changes will
affect jobs, work groups,
and/or the organization

● Coordinates team and cross-
functional activities to
ensure strategic alignment

● Proposes initiatives that
become part of the
organization’s strategic plan

● Clarifies vision, mission,
values, and long-term goals
for others

● Consistently communicates
“the big picture” business
implications to others

● Explains to others how the
changes in one part of the
organization affect other
organizational systems

● Energizes others to want to
change by pointing out the need
for change

● Encourages people to let go of
old ways so the new ways can
begin

● Helps others overcome their
resistance to change

● Clarifies how changes will
affect jobs, work groups, and/or
the organization

● Sets and articulates a
compelling vision for the
organization

● Continually communicates the
highest priority strategic
initiatives to keep the
leadership team focused on 
the right things

● Ensures that all systems in the
organization are aligned toward
achieving the overall strategic
goals

● Ensures that the organization
has people skills and resources
to meet the strategic challenges
of tomorrow

Table 3-4 “Leading Organizational Change” for Stages II, III, and IV



Making Tactical Change
Listed below are behaviors describing different approaches a person could use
to help create organizational change. Circle the letter beside the action you
would most likely take. Even if you were likely to do both, select the one answer
that you feel would have the greater impact of a successful change effort.

1. A. Make the tough decision necessary to help implement the changes.
B. Encourage people to express their ideas and opinions about the

changes openly.

2. A. Communicate effectively so others see how these changes fit into
the picture.

B. Involve people in problem solving and decision making regarding
the changes.

3. A. When people are not clear about how to move forward on a
change, get them to consider alternative approaches to
implementing changes.

B. Actively seek out information about people’s thoughts and
perspectives regarding the changes.

4. A. Closely monitor, against clear standards, the progress people are
making on the change.

B. Seek examples of the impact of the changes.

5. A. Let people know clearly what is expected of them regarding the
changes.

B. Help people understand the rationale behind decisions regarding
the changes.

6. A. Keep people focused on the changes to be made.
B. Provide support when people take risks making changes, even if

they fail.

7. A. Follow up with people on individual commitments they make to
bring about changes.

B. Encourage people to share information about what’s working and
what’s not.

8. A. Clarify individual tasks and responsibilities associated with the
change effort.

B. Find ways to create and use development opportunities associated
with the change effort.
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9. A. Find ways to push through the changes regardless of unanticipated
problems.

B. Encourage people to reveal their true feelings, even on highly
emotional concerns regarding the changes.

10. A. Keep people focused on the changes, despite any frustration or
opposition.

B. Ask people to present their point of view even when it differs from
your own regarding the change.

Total “A” _________ Total “B” __________

Count up the number of times you marked answer “A” and answer “B.” As
you probably already discerned, this questionnaire is measuring two basic
approaches to initiating any change.

● The first is directing, monitoring, and pushing to make certain the
change process is moving forward in a satisfactory way.

● The second approach describes the way in which the leader creates a
climate of participation and involvement for all concerned.

We invite the reader to answer the question, “Which pattern of leader
behavior produces the most positive outcomes?”

1. Largely directive?
2. Highly involving and participatory approach?
3. A 50/50 mix of the two?

A: Directing Change
Behaviors associated with directing change are

Making tough decisions in a timely fashion
Providing vision to help employees see how the group’s work fits into the

big picture
Monitoring programs against clear standards
Actively encouraging people to find new and better ways to do the job
Ensuring departmental/work unit goals are consistent with strategic

business goals
Leading by example
Monitoring performance against clear standards
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Letting employees know what is expected
Generating new ideas about how to create the change
Following up with people to ensure implementation

B: Involving Others in Change
Behaviors associated with involving others are

Encouraging people to express their ideas and opinions openly
Promoting a spirit of cooperation among members of the work group
Involving employees in problem-solving and decision-making activities

that have an impact on them
Encouraging and facilitating resolution of conflict within the work group
Actively seeking out information about others’ thoughts and perspectives
Motivating and encouraging employees
Providing feedback in a constructive manner (i.e., giving specific

examples)
Helping employees understand the rationale behind their decisions
Creating development opportunities by assigning appropriate and chal-

lenging work
Providing support when employees take risks, even if they fail

Interpreting Your Scores. This assessment measures your favored tendency
when you approach change. It is similar to which hand you favor (e.g., right
handed, left handed, or ambidextrous). A score of 6 on either “A” or “B” indi-
cates that you probably have a slight tendency to favor that approach. A score
of 7 or more indicates a strong tendency toward that approach. It does not
necessarily mean that you would not ever use the other approach, but you
would probably lead with your favored actions.

Effective Leaders Champion Change
With most organizations today in a constant state of change—from dramatic
growth to downsizing and restructuring—a critical skill for leaders is leading
successful change efforts. A turbulent business environment puts leaders to
the test: excellent leadership can turn a significant change into a pleasant jour-
ney, whereas poor leadership might be better described as a “trip to hell.”

We know that the best leaders inspire their troops to rally around a change,
whereas poor leaders have to push, persuade, or even threaten employees 
to accept change. Top-performing leaders become effective marketers of
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projects, programs, or products, gaining support for them along the way.
Conversely, poor leaders fail to engage or commit others to the change.

Too Much of a Good Thing
A key learning from our research on leading change was that either of the two
approaches actually can be detrimental if used exclusively. Effective leaders
used both approaches in a careful balance.

The metaphor that comes to mind is a person rowing a boat. For maximum
control and speed, you need both oars. One oar alone causes you to go in
circles, no matter which oar you choose.

For example, while directing may be a great way to maintain control, lead-
ers who significantly favor directing change may end up with employees feel-
ing that changes are being done to them but not with them. Consequently,
employees may become resistant to change and begin to distrust management.

Additionally, those who have strong directing tendencies typically have a
well-organized plan and communicate the change plan and provide feedback
about what needs to be done differently. However, they often fail to have open
discussions with their team about the impact of the change.

Those who favor involving others in change often fail to provide enough
direction, leaving employees confused about next steps, what their roles are,
and what they need to do to keep the change moving forward. Also, a high
involvement tendency may indicate an unwillingness on the leader’s part to
take risks or to take a decisive position.

Our research shows clearly that these two sets of behaviors are both nec-
essary in order for a leader to manage change effectively. Leaders who direct
change help their people know the specifics involved in the change. Involv-
ing others in the change efforts increases employee commitment rather than
emphasizing employee compliance.

The more significant the change, the more of both is needed in order for
a change to work effectively. Maybe this explains when a strength becomes a
liability: it is when people use it to the exclusion of other balancing skills.

Leadership and Change
One of the complexities of leadership is the issue of change. Some have made
a compelling argument that what separates “management” from “leadership”
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is that leadership has to do with change. We have traditionally defined the
manager’s role as preserving the stability of organizations and leaders as instru-
ments of change. But we agree with John Gardner when he wrote:

Many writers on leadership take considerable pains to distinguish between leaders

and managers. In the process leaders generally end up looking like a cross between

Napoleon and the Pied Piper, and managers like unimaginative clods. This

troubles me. I once heard it said of a man, “He’s an utterly first-class manager but

there isn’t a trace of the leader in him.” I am beginning to believe that he does not

exist. Every time I encounter utterly first-class managers they turn out to have quite

a lot of the leader in them.5

The bigger issue is that all change is not the same. All change is not created
equal.

Tactical Change
For want of better terminology, we describe some change as tactical. For
example:

● A new work process
● A higher sales quota
● Moving into a new facility
● Introducing new technology
● Implementing new payroll procedures
● Changing the employee benefit plan
● Introducing a new training initiative
● Revising the compensation plan
● Hiring from the outside to fill positions requiring unique new skills
● Changing the firm’s organization structure

Tactical change includes a sales manager implementing new reporting pro-
cedures to track sales activity better; or a customer-service manager imple-
menting a series of meetings to better inform a group who will be responsible
for the implementation of new processes for tracking customer requests and
complaints.

74 • The Extraordinary Leader



Strategic Change
On the other hand, there are strategic changes that we look to leaders to bring
about. Included in that category are

● Creating a new vision for the organization
● Redefining the fundamental focus of the business (changing from a

product-focused business to a service business, or from a production
capability focus to a consumer-marketing focus)

● Orchestrate a new strategic initiative (such as the implementation of
Six Sigma throughout the organization)

● Changing the culture of the organization (from a “command and
control” organization to one with higher involvement and
participation from everyone)

We define strategic change as the change that sets the institution off in a
new direction. It means a Kimberly-Clark divesting itself of its forests and
production plants and becoming a consumer-marketing organization. A
commercial bank that changes from a product-focused strategy (a variety of
unique products, each driven through a separate department) to a customer
strategy (the bank needs to identify the unique needs of different groups of
customers and deliver all products through one point of contact with the cus-
tomer). Strategic change is Ford declaring itself a consumer-marketing organ-
ization, not a car company. This was a strategic decision from which they
hastily retreated and for which they paid a serious price.

Strategic and tactical changes are both important. Both are “real” change
efforts, but they differ in scope. Strategic change takes the organization in new
directions, whereas tactical change targets make the organization perform
better in its current sphere.

We conclude that the combination of the four building blocks that have
been described thus far, Character, Personal Capability, Focus on Results and
Interpersonal Skills, is fundamentally all that 95 percent of all leaders need.
Mixing leadership competencies required by different stages has greatly
complicated our understanding of leadership.

Bringing in the leadership requirements of 5 percent of the organization,
Leading Change, and stirring those in with the leadership requirements 
for all the rest, compounds the complexity of leadership research and 
understanding.
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Our objective again is to find the simplicity that lies just beyond the neces-
sary complexity. We hope that by separating out the kinds of change that dif-
ferent leaders must bring about, and by separating them out by stage, we can
begin to discover that wonderful simplicity that lies just beyond complexity.

How These Five Elements of the Model Interrelate
with Each Other
As we have noted earlier, much of past thinking about leadership has been
the quest to find out, “Is the key to leadership having high integrity, or is it
ambition? Is it developing trust in people, or is it being a good problem
solver?” We hope that the reader will be permanently disabused of this think-
ing and will cease to view leadership in “or” terms, but will instead think about
it in “and” terms. We will attempt to describe why these leadership elements
logically go together and why development efforts in one area is like flooding
the pond and lifting all boats at the same time.

1. Character is at the heart of our model, and everything radiates out
from it. It ties strongly to Interpersonal Skills. A person of questionable
character is not usually effective interpersonally. In eyeball-to-eyeball
conversations, you cannot help seeing inside the other person. We
recoil from phonies. We do not enjoy being with toadies who butter
up people in authority and abuse everyone else. Most people avoid
those who are arrogant or condescending. Relationships with such
people are distant and strained. If someone has broken her word to us,
we deal with her in a cautious and tentative way. The link between
Character and Interpersonal Skills is an extremely strong bond. So is
the link between self-development (personal character) and
developing others (interpersonal skills). It is also clear that the ability
to inspire and motivate others is strongly linked to how people
perceive the integrity of the leader.

We return to the question, “If leaders can be made, then how do
you make them?” The linkage between character and interpersonal
skills is a good example. Social psychologists confirm that the easiest
way to change people’s character, as expressed via their attitudes, is by
getting them to behave in a new way. People make their attitudes
conform to their behavior.

76 • The Extraordinary Leader



Consider the case of an older supervisor in a manufacturing plant.
He has received no training on how to manage people effectively. His
behavior is patterned after the way he was treated by his supervisors.
When an employee makes a mistake, this supervisor chastises him,
sometimes in public. Often the erring employee may be threatened
with potential discipline or termination if such mistakes continue. If a
change needs to be implemented, the supervisor says what must now
be done, but with no explanation of why. This supervisor would never
solicit ideas and opinions from the employee group. Turnover is
higher in this supervisor’s area, productivity is below average, labor
grievances are more frequent, and upper management recognizes that
this supervisor must change. But how? Isn’t this behavior part of this
supervisor’s character? Short of extensive psychotherapy, how could
this be changed?

Our experience is that the most sure-fire way to bring about
behavioral change is to have this supervisor participate in a training
process that provides a new mind-set or way of thinking and then
teaches new behaviors and skills. The supervisor is not told how he
must think and feel, but simply is told that there is good evidence of a
better way to behave. He learns how to describe a problem in a calm,
rational way to an employee, to ask for the employees’ ideas about
how to solve it, and to agree jointly on the best way to proceed. The
supervisor discovers that this works wonders. The same or better
results are achieved with a great deal less anger. His relationships with
his employees improve significantly. They greet him like a friend, not
the enemy. His attitudes toward his subordinates become less
adversarial. He is open to new ideas that previously would have been
instantly rejected. His character changes. Why? Because his behavior
changed, and people make their attitudes conform to their behavior.
That principle is extremely well documented in social psychology
research. It is also true, however, that it becomes a circular pheno-
menon. As attitudes improve, behavior begins to change as a result.

2. Character also affects the cluster labeled Focus on Results, but
possibly in a less obvious way. People around the leader are often
sensitive to perceived motives for doing things. If the focus on results
is for reasons of self-aggrandizement, to look good to a boss, to further
a political career in the firm, or for any other perceived selfish reason,
then personal character detracts from any successful drive for results.
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David McClelland, a Harvard psychologist, did extensive research
on the need for achievement and its role in people’s behavior and
effectiveness. His research showed that the success of nations depends
on the presence or absence of this need for achievement. He
developed ways to measure this quality, but many assumed that it was
something with which people were born. McClelland decided to
experiment with ways to increase people’s need for achievement. 
One test he used was the game of quoits. Quoits is a children’s game
involving a wooden peg on a base, and several 8-inch hoops of rope
called quoits. The game consists of attempting to toss the quoits over
the peg from a distance of several feet. Participants were asked to 
place the peg anywhere they chose in a large room and then get the
quoits onto the peg. People with low levels of need for achievement
would either put the peg near their feet and drop the quoits onto it, or
they would put the peg at a huge distance and fling the quoits toward
the peg with little hope of success. People with high need for
achievement would put the peg a reasonable distance away, so that a
careful toss of the quoits would have a reasonable chance of success.
McClelland took the people who had displayed little or no need for
achievement and had them perform this exercise the “right” way. 
Over time, these people from Third World countries developed
stronger motivations to achieve. By giving them an experience in
feeling the success of attaining a positive result, their attitudes and
character began to change.6

3. Personal Capability links to Interpersonal Skills. The respect and
esteem with which anyone in the organization is viewed begins with
his or her Personal Capability. We noted earlier that it is at Stage II
(“contributing independently”) that people develop a wide range of
personal relationships. The time when people are developing their
professional and technical skills is the time when they should also be
developing skills that will enable them to work effectively with others.
Technical and professional expertise is tightly linked to developing
others and building relationships.

4. Personal Capability links to Focus on Results. One of the key roles any
leader plays is that of role model. When the leader is personally
effective and highly productive, that example is viewed by everyone
involved. Leaders cannot ask others to do what they are not doing.
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5. Focus on Results is linked to Interpersonal Skills. We have earlier
noted the unusually close link between these two characteristics.
Many leaders think that the linkage between Focus on Results and
Interpersonal Skills is an or rather than an and. They believe they can
be one or the other but not both. Whereas each is highly desirable by
itself, they are like a voice being amplified by a great sound system
when they are combined together. The combination of the two ignites
a power that catapults a person into the highest realms of effective
leadership. Focusing on results and setting stretch goals have multiple
links to the interpersonal skills of “inspiring and motivating to high
performance” and to “collaboration and teamwork.”

6. Character links to Leading Organizational Change. Organizations
follow a leader who is perceived as being of high character. The
greater the “connection” that is felt with the leader, the more likely
the organization is to support the change being proposed. That
support is tied to perceptions of the genuineness, caring, and integrity
of the leader.

7. Focus on Results links to Leading Organizational Change. Leading
organizational change is most often a long-term objective, and
effective leaders are always balancing short-term and long-term
objectives. A focus on results is a necessary balance to the 
longer-term emphasis on strategic change.

8. Interpersonal Skills links to Leading Organizational Change.
Nowhere is there a higher requirement for consummate interpersonal
skills than in the introduction of strategic change within the
organization. Whether it is an attempt to change the culture or to
implement a major new initiative, trust from others and the
communication skills of the leader are absolute requirements for
success.
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4

THE COMPETENCY QUEST

Many writers on leadership take considerable pains to distinguish between
leaders and managers. In the process, leaders generally end up looking
like a cross between Napoleon and the Pied Piper, and managers like
unimaginative clods. This troubles me. I once heard it said of a man,
“He’s an utterly first-class manager but there isn’t a trace of the leader in
him.” I am beginning to believe that he does not exist. Every time I
encounter utterly first-class managers they turn out to have quite a lot of
the leader in them.

—John Gardner

Not the cry, but the flight of the wild duck leads the flock to follow.

—Chinese Proverb

The most prevalent approach to leadership development in recent years has
been the competency movement. The fundamental premise is simple. Iden-
tify and define the competencies of effective leaders in a specific organiza-
tion. (Competencies are the combination of knowledge, skills, traits, and
attributes that collectively enable someone to perform a given job.) Then,
when selecting leaders, choose people who possess those competencies
because they will have a much higher likelihood of success. If you want to
develop leaders in the organization, design activities that directly expand or
strengthen those competencies for the leaders in the organization.

For example, if Ajax Manufacturing decided to embark on a competency-
based system, it would need to study its leaders to determine what the best
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leaders had in common. To accomplish this, Ajax might retain a firm 
experienced in this research, and that firm would follow one of several paths
to determine the appropriate competencies. Alternatives could include:

● Conduct extensive field research within the firm by analyzing the
requirements of various leadership positions, studying 360-degree
feedback reports, and observing leader behavior.

● From their extensive experience, provide the organization with a list of
competencies, basically derived from past work they had completed in
other similar organizations.

● Assemble a group of senior executives in the organization and elicit
their views of the competencies required to succeed.

● Assemble groups of people who work with leaders and obtain their
collective views about the knowledge, skills, traits, and attributes
required for success in Ajax.

After having followed one or more of those avenues with the help of the
outside consultants, Ajax might conclude that the best leaders commonly
share the following competencies:

1. A high level of self-understanding
2. Good problem-solving skills
3. A strong set of personal values
4. Extensive technical knowledge of the industry
5. Assertive interpersonal behavior in group meetings
6. Willingness to make decisions despite great ambiguity
7. Ability to juggle several projects/activities simultaneously
8. Comfort in dealing with adversarial behavior by colleagues
9. Broad strategic thinking that goes beyond tactical issues

10. Willingness to make decisions that cause others discomfort
11. Flexibility and agility in finding new ways to accomplish tasks
12. Formation of strong bonds of trust with others in the organization

This list of competencies then becomes the “touchstone” by which 
further leadership is selected and around which all development programs
are structured.
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This competency approach swept through human resource departments.
It has been estimated that at least 80 percent of companies have created such
competency lists. The competency movement promised to bring scientific
objectivity to employee selection and development. Indeed, we think it
brought greater rigor than previously existed and helped to improve the hiring
process. And for the past two decades, companies have focused their people
development efforts around these defined competencies. In sum, the
approach has impeccable logic to it.

Why Hasn’t It Worked?
So, why has the competency movement not borne more fruit? Why has it not
been successful in helping organizations produce higher-caliber leaders? As
John Gardner wrote, “Why do we not have better leadership? The question
is asked over and over. We complain, express our disappointment, often our
outrage; but no answer emerges.”1

We think the competency movement had several major flaws.

1. It was too complex. Leadership, along with everything else in life, has
to be reduced to some manageable simplicity. The competency
movement pushed in exactly the opposite direction.

2. It was based on some faulty assumptions. Most of the problems with
the competency movement stem from these questionable beliefs.
Once recognized and corrected, we believe the basic premise is sound
and has the potential to make a much more useful contribution.

3. It produced several unintended consequences. Many worthwhile
programs and projects in organizations produce unintended
consequences. The competency movement has produced a number.
Again, if they are identified, and ways are found to remedy those
consequences, the competency movement should go forward.

4. It suffered from poor execution. As with most initiatives, the strategy
can be sound, but if the execution is flawed, it does not succeed. A big
portion of the problem with the competency movement has been a
lack of execution on the fundamentals that began the movement.

Our objective is to help the reader understand what has gone wrong, 
but more important, how this basic approach can be fixed and made more
effective.
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1. Complexity
One large public-sector organization had an outside consultant create a list
of competencies for each of three pay bands in the organization. Each pay
band (or salary group) had 173 to 175 specific behaviors defined for it, which
in turn were organized into 15 general competencies. Imagine a list of 175
behaviors that you were expected to understand and somehow apply to your
work. It is patently ridiculous. Few people could ever comprehend the mean-
ing of this amount of complexity, let alone put it into action.

Although that is an extreme example, it is not unusual to see organizations
with lists of 30 to 50 competencies for their leaders to be evaluated and
developed against. Complexity has become a major deterrent to effective
implementation.

2. Some Faulty Assumptions about Competencies
There are several important assumptions underlying the focus on competen-
cies. They were seldom stated overtly, so let us try:

1. Each organization possesses its own unique set of attributes or
competencies.

2. Competencies within each person are distinct and separate from each
other. They can be isolated and studied as if they were separate
chromosomes in a person’s genetic makeup.

3. The more similarity or congruence between an individual and the
organization’s unique pattern, the better leader he or she will be.

4. Competencies are all of roughly equal importance.
5. The best way to develop any competency is to focus directly on that

specific trait or behavior. Working harder and longer at it will make
you better at it, and therefore make you a better leader.

Unfortunately, it now appears that most of these assumptions do not coin-
cide with the current reality, nor are they reinforced by our current research.

Correcting the Assumptions
Assumption 1. Competencies are unique to each organization.
Fact: Despite the efforts to create distinctive lists of competencies, there is a
remarkable sameness about them from one company to another. Several
explanations for this come to mind. The first is that the requirements to work
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in one company or public organization are not that different from those in
another. People are people wherever they work. What makes for success in
one firm is a carbon copy of what causes success in another.

The authors have long felt that the differences between people within any
one organization are certainly as large or larger than those between organiza-
tions in the same industry, and probably between all organizations. That is, the
differences between the people who work for Ajax Manufacturing in quality
assurance and sales, or those in accounting and marketing, or between the peo-
ple in research and development in contrast with those in maintenance—those
differences are usually large, and every bit as large as the differences between
the people from Ajax Manufacturing and those from its competitor, Behemoth
Manufacturing. And these differences are probably as large as the differences
between Ajax and the Carthage Corporation in the neighboring state.

Another explanation is that the same consulting firms are doing the com-
petency analysis, and their processes ferret out the same things wherever they
go. Much of the research on competencies has been done by a relatively small
group of consulting firms.

Finally, it is probable that there are a handful of factors that will always
account for overall leadership effectiveness. Lyle Spencer writes in his book
Competence at Work “that the competencies of achievement orientation,
influence and personal effectiveness will likely account for 80–98 percent of
all competency models.”2

Assumption 2. Competencies are unique and distinctive traits or qualities
possessed by an individual.
Fact: One of the most dramatic discoveries of our analysis is the massive link-
age between competencies. The linkage we are talking about does not con-
sist of a handful of competencies that are slightly linked to each other. Instead,
nearly every competency we studied was highly correlated with many others.
Rather than being separate and distinct, each organization’s competencies
were like a three-dimensional spider web, in which any place you touch is
linked to countless other strands in the web.

It appears that the researchers who were driving the competency move-
ment wanted to make competencies appear unique and distinctive. So the
research was done in a way that gave the appearance of separation between
the competencies. Nothing is further from the truth. With such complex,
strong links between competencies, it becomes problematic even to give them
individual labels.
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Let us attempt one more metaphor. Imagine a jar of jellybeans, all different
colors and flavors. At first glance they look separate. Then you see that tiny
wires are connecting them together. You pick up one and 25 more are raised
up with it. You can name the white jellybean “Flexibility” and pretend that
it is an entity to itself. But the reality is that it cannot be separated from the
others. This raises a fascinating question: If the jellybeans are inextricably
linked together, then is there such a thing as the one white one? Or would it
be more accurate to look at them in handfuls? Would it be better to face the
reality that they are stuck together? We think so.

Later in this chapter we present our views of why competencies are linked
together. Later chapters present other important findings about the impor-
tance of multiple competencies, and insights about how leadership effective-
ness increases when competencies are strategically positioned in different
clusters of behaviors.

Assumption 3. The more congruence there is between the organization’s
defined competencies and the individual’s, the greater is the likelihood of
success.
Fact: This is the only one of the assumptions that our data do not challenge.
However, the validity of the assumption hinges on whether the organization
has empirically derived its own list of competencies and whether there are
good ways to measure an individual’s competencies. Our data confirmed that
leaders whose profiles were compatible with the high performers in the organi-
zation were much more likely to be highly rated than those who were not.

Assumption 4. All competencies have roughly the same importance.
Fact: There are huge differences between competencies’ importance. As
described earlier, we began by identifying the top tier of all leaders as seen by
their peers, subordinates, and bosses, and comparing that group with the lowest-
rated group. The question was, “What separates these high and low groups from
each other?” The result was the identification of 16 competencies that actually
separated the high and low groups. These competencies, selected from a pool
of 50 or more, can be grouped into the same categories as the model we intro-
duced in Chapter 1, and are treated more thoroughly later in this chapter.

For example, a common myth in many organizations is that effective exec-
utives are prompt and punctual. They arrive at meetings on time and don’t
keep others waiting. Our data show, however, that the lowest-rated executives
were as apt to be punctual for meetings as the best. So, while we are in no way
advocating that everyone shows up late to the next staff meeting, we think it is
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also important to point out that your punctuality will not elevate you above
other people. Simply put, ineffective executives are also highly punctual.

If you want to work on improving your leadership capabilities, we advocate
focusing on behaviors that truly make a difference. So what are they? We 
present these later in this chapter.

Assumption 5. Competencies are best developed by a direct focus on that specific
competency.
Fact: Our research suggests that one competency is developed in the process
of developing another. They appear to be, in many cases, by-products of one
another. That means that the direct linear method is not the only way to
develop or strengthen a competency. Indeed, there may be better and easier
ways that come in from the sides and the back, rather than merely hitting it
straight on. Chapter 8 expands on this concept.

3. Unintended Consequences
The largest drawback of the competency movement may have been its unfore-
seen by-products. We think that the competency movement has sent a series
of implicit messages to leaders. These include:

● Competencies are a checklist, and the leader’s objective is to check
each one of them off. You either have it or you do not.

● Everyone needs to be adequate in any given competency. Chapter 2
emphasized that “adequate” is not the correct target. The target needs
to be “extraordinary,” not adequate.

● The emphasis has been almost exclusively on those competencies on
which you are perceived as being deficient. The implication is that
the greatest value comes from moving a weakness to a middle range
where it no longer stands out.

● No emphasis has been given to taking a relative strength and making
it “off-the-chart” strong. Unwittingly, this has contributed to our
general pattern of “aiming low.”

● It has driven out other powerful and practical techniques for
developing people. Management experts ranging from Peter Drucker
to Thomas Gilbert have proposed an extremely effective way to
improve productivity and performance in an organization. They
advocated identifying top performers and then carefully determining
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what they do differently from everyone else. In every activity in an
organization being performed by a number of people, one person
figures out extremely efficient ways to get the job done. That may
consist of clever shortcuts or streamlined work processes. Or, it may
consist of more efficient ways to work with colleagues in other
departments. Research on the productivity of workers shows huge
differences between the people doing essentially the same tasks.

To discover what these star performers are doing differently requires care-
ful observation of them, along with interviews about their thought processes
and techniques. Then, using these same people (or other trainers), teach
everyone in the firm to adopt the best techniques of these top performers.

This extremely obvious and logical method for improving performance has
met with great resistance. Few organizations use this obvious means of lifting
performance to the rafters. That resistance comes from the “mind-set” many
managers have that sets major boundaries around what the average person is
capable of becoming or producing. Executives just cannot believe that nearly
everyone can perform at a high level. Most executives think that peak per-
formance is reserved for just a few. These executives believe that we simply
cannot expect or attain high performance from the great majority of our 
people—including our managers and leaders.

Rigidly defined competencies also may have the unintended consequence
of creating cookie-cutter people inside the organization. If the competency sys-
tem was implemented, would everyone appear to be cut from the same mold?
How, then, does the organization attract and retain the maverick who is so valu-
able in challenging the status quo? Are the wild ducks killed just after they
hatch? The concern is that, over time, sameness creates a homogeneity that
becomes mind-numbing, and the culture devolves into one of anti-innovation.

4. Poor Execution
The basic premise of competencies was that they would be created from
extensive analysis of hard data, not senior executives’ personal speculations.
However, that has not occurred. Indeed, as one writer observed, “Most of the
current activity going on under the banner of competency modeling is really
only list making.”3

What had promised to be extremely rigorous has evolved into a process 
of compiling the collective beliefs of some senior managers regarding the
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important attributes of leaders in the firm. Maxine Dalton, of the Center for
Creative Leadership, writes, “Seventy percent of the competency models I see
are just lists of positive attributes that may or may not have anything to do with
management effectiveness. They reflect a half-day, off-site meeting with senior
managers in which a list is made with the underlying implication, ‘If the CEO
says it’s a competency, it’s a competency.’ ”4

To be applicable to the entire firm, the competencies of necessity are quite
broad and encompassing. The more general the competencies become, the
less accurate they are. However, most large organizations have decided that
it is too complicated and expensive to create competencies for each depart-
ment or section of the organization.

Another execution issue is that competencies are focused on past require-
ments for effectiveness, and not what the future will require of leaders. This
tendency to “look in the rear-view mirror” tends to create leaders who look
and act like the current group, which may be exactly what kills the organiza-
tion in the future. To the extent that competencies are used for developmen-
tal purposes, the competencies should reflect abilities and behaviors required
in the future, not the past or present. They should also describe the ability to
learn those skills required for future success.

The competencies are not being used for selection and promotion pur-
poses. Many organizations complain that although Human Resources has the
list of approved competencies, they are not finding their way into the day-to-
day hiring and promotion of people.

● They are expensive to do well and need maintenance over time, as
organizations evolve, merge, divest, globalize, and change their
activities.

● Development programs have not been tailored around them to any
large measure. It is complicated to find developmental activities for
many of the competencies. Plus, the competency lists give little help
in guiding us to ways in which people might attain these skills.

Why Competencies are Linked Together
We readily confess that we do not completely know the answer to this question.
Our current research methods do not give us the visibility or evidence needed
to answer this question fully. We are rather confident, however, that there are
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four plausible explanations. We think all are at work, but it is impossible to
define precisely how much of the linkage is attributed to one of these forces
versus the others.

The four explanations are the following:

1. A strength in one competency creates a powerful “halo,” so that
colleagues, whether subordinates, peers, or bosses, perceive the
individual as being effective in a number of other areas because 
of a strength in one.

2. In the process of developing any one strength, the individual develops
other skills. Getting good at something enables you to be more
proficient at several other related activities. We have labeled this the
“cross-training” effect.

3. Self-confidence is increased when any skill is acquired and produces
success. People often possess skills but do not use them, because they
lack the self-confidence to try them. Success in developing one
competency increases confidence, which leads to trying another.

4. Aspiration level increases when people succeed in any one dimension.
It encourages the individual to set his or her sights higher and higher
in other realms.

1. The Power of the “Halo Effect”
Solomon Asch in 1946 did experiments on how people form impressions of
others.5 His theory was that perceptions are formed from our view of an entire
person rather than by focusing on individual traits and characteristics. In other
words, people’s perceptions are created from our view of the whole person
rather than a rational evaluation of each individual piece. To prove this theory
Asch devised an ingenious experiment. He generated lists of attributes that
described an individual. The lists were read to two different experimental
groups. Table 4-1 shows the characteristics on each list.

As can be readily noted by reading through the two lists, they are identical
except for two words. List A has the attribute “Warm,” whereas List B has
“Cold.” After being provided either List A or List B, each group was then given
an additional list of attributes and instructed to indicate other qualities an indi-
vidual might have. Substantial differences were found between attributes
marked by groups who had List A and those from groups that had List B.
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Groups given List A would choose additional qualities such as happy, 
imaginative, good-natured, generous, humorous, wise, humane, popular, altru-
istic, and sociable. Groups given List B did not select those same attributes.
There were, however, some attributes, such as serious, strong, reliable, 
persistent, honest, and important, that were equally likely to be chosen on
either list.

From a brief list of a few attributes, people generalize to a broader set of attrib-
utes. Once again, this reinforces the belief that people form an impression of a
person as a whole, and therefore they attribute additional characteristics even
though they have been given no specific information about the person.

It is intuitive to most people, just based on their experience working with
others, that certain traits and behaviors go together. The Asch experiments
confirm that, and we suspect that the reader will easily think of many exam-
ples of this. People’s dress, facial characteristics, country of origin, or manner
of speech all trigger stereotypes that we have in our minds. Stereotypes per-
sist because there is just enough truth in them to make them continue to live.

Another researcher tested Asch’s basic theory only this time had subjects
actually come in contact with a person. H. H. Kelly, in a follow-up experiment,
had students evaluate teachers.6 Before attending a brief lecture, the students
were provided a brief biographical sketch of each teacher. The descriptions
were exactly the same except that for some students, a teacher was described
as warm, whereas for other students, the same teacher was described as cold.
The instructor then gave a 20-minute lecture. After the presentation, students
rated the instructor. The students who had “warm” as part of the instructor’s
biography evaluated the instructor more positively than did those for whom
“cold” had been listed. This showed that the students’ perceptions were
strongly influenced by the written biographical sketch and that these percep-
tions were not altered by subsequent interactions with the person.
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Intelligent Intelligent
Skillful Skillful
Industrious Industrious
Warm Cold
Determined Determined
Practical Practical
Cautious Cautious

Table 4-1 List of Personal Attributes



The Asch and Kelly research reinforce a powerful conclusion. Some 
attributes, such as “warm” or “cold,” are central traits. When a person is per-
ceived to possess that characteristic, others immediately impute tag-along
characteristics. These are glued to the central trait.

We invite the reader to participate in a quick experiment that illustrates
this point. In Table 4-2, draw lines between the traits that go together. Match
one from the left-hand column with one from the right-hand column. This
example comes from research conducted by three psychologists, Rosenberg,
Nelson, and Vivekananthan, who conducted a study in which people were
asked to indicate the relationships among 64 different traits.7 The researchers
found that various traits cluster together in groups. That is, if I have quality
A, then people are very likely to believe I have quality B.

From their research, they found that the following traits tended to be clus-
tered together:

(A) Honest and (3) Modest
(B) Intelligent and (1) Serious
(C) Irresponsible and (2) Wasteful
(D) Stern and (4) Critical

Their research showed a regular and consistent pairing of traits. The powerful
finding of this research was the consistency with which people linked one trait
with another.

In their research, Rosenberg and his colleagues also measured issues that
clustered on four dimensions8:

● Bad social (e.g., unpopular, unsociable, boring, cold, moody, dishonest)
● Good social (e.g., honest, happy, popular, reliable, modest, warm)
● Bad intellectual (e.g., foolish, unintelligent, clumsy, wasteful,

irresponsible)
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A. Honest 1. Serious
B. Intelligent 2. Wasteful
C. Irresponsible 3. Modest
D. Stern 4. Critical

Table 4-2 List of Personal Attributes



● Good intellectual (e.g., scientific, persistent, skillful, imaginative,
intelligent)

If people know you have a trait in one dimension, they assume you also
have other traits within that dimension. However, people would not assume,
for example, that if a person is moody, that person is also clumsy. Moody and
clumsy are on different dimensions.

Takeaways from this research include:

1. Perceptions are colored by small pieces of information, which may or
may not be correct. (The way the instructor was perceived was colored
by whether he had been described as “warm” or “cold.”)

2. Initial impressions are used to create an overall view of a person.
Knowing a few things, we then fill in the missing pieces in our minds.
It is like seeing fragments of a picture and immediately filling in the
blank parts of the canvas. (If I find you to be unsociable and boring,
that is enough for me to fill in many other blanks. Until you prove
otherwise, I assume you are cold, moody, dishonest, clumsy, wasteful,
foolish, and irresponsible.)

3. We do not form an overall view of someone by painstakingly
assembling all of the pieces.

4. Certain characteristics or attributes are consistently linked together.
5. Attributes are clustered into various dimensions in the minds of most

people.

Case Example: John Boyer. John was a new manager who had agreed to
attend a leadership development course. He had been in his new position for
approximately six months and was interested in the perceptions of his direct
reports. When John had taken over the group, morale was very low. Several
direct reports were considering leaving and frustration levels were very high.
The previous manager had used his position as manager to benefit his own
career. He had a tendency to take personal credit for any accomplishments
in the group but was quick to blame any failures on group members. His
clever politics had earned him a promotion but left a group in disarray. John’s
approach to managing the group had been to be fair but firm. It seemed that
because people had felt so taken advantage of by the previous manager, they
began looking for ways to “get back” at the company. People were frequently
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late showing up in the morning, assignments were often not completed on
time, and the workplace showed an attitude of “We don’t care.” John started
out his tenure as a new manager by interviewing each employee. He took care-
ful notes and was very interested in the career aspirations of each individual.
He also asked questions about each person’s areas of strength and develop-
mental needs. He quickly found out that this was a highly creative and tal-
ented group but they lacked a clear mission and purpose. They had been
responding to engineering requests from manufacturing but were not looking
at long-term improvements that would take them out of daily fire-fighting
activities and allow them more time to work on major innovations.

Two weeks after John took over as manager, he planned a one-day off-site
meeting. During the off-site meeting, he worked on team building and clarifi-
cation of the group mission and objectives. The group gave John some chal-
lenging assignments. They indicated that they could not accomplish long-term
engineering changes unless he could get manufacturing off their backs. The 
previous manager had simply accommodated all requests from manufacturing,
regardless of their priority. John began to realize that the best way to gain the 
support of his group was to manage the group’s priorities and goals with internal
customers. His next task was to meet with manufacturing managers in order to
gain support for the group’s goals and plans. This was much more difficult. The
manufacturing organization believed that it should direct the activities of engi-
neering. The problem was that their priorities and problems changed daily, and
the result was that concerted effort on solving major problems never occurred.
John helped these leaders to see that if engineering could focus their efforts on
a few top priorities, everyone’s job would be easier. For the next five months John
worked on relationships both within his group and with manufacturing. He made
a concerted effort to recognize the accomplishments of group members. He
started to hold regular staff meetings. He had the group participate in setting 
priorities and deciding on target goals. Several members of the group with 
behavior and performance problems were put on notice by John because they 
continued to show up late for work and miss delivery deadlines.

As John reviewed his leadership assessment results, he was generally
pleased. His results were substantially above the norm on all competencies.
As John worked through the data with his coach, one of his most positive areas
was technical knowledge. The coach, knowing John did not have an engi-
neering background, found that very unusual. “How do you explain this high
score in technical knowledge?” the coach asked John. John shook his head.
“I can’t explain it. I am not an engineer. Everyone in this group knows more
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than I do. I have worked hard to get up to speed but I still lack detailed knowl-
edge. I can’t make a lot of the technical decisions so I review each one with
team members who do have the expertise and rely on their knowledge.”

Fitting Theory to Our Data. The previous example provides one strong
explanation for the linkage between competencies. Basic links or compan-
ionships between traits are well established in people’s minds. They are gen-
eralized across all people within a culture and are not specific to individuals.
Therefore, when a person observes a leader displaying a specific competency,
there is an immediate assumption that this individual possesses a number of
other characteristics, despite the lack of any specific evidence to support that.

Many, if not most, impressions others have of our leadership abilities are not
totally accurate. People are influenced by their experience, and because of that,
they form a general impression (gestalt). Rather than being a totally accurate
accounting of each of our competencies and abilities (e.g., Competency a,
Competency b, Competency c, Competency d, Overall Leadership Ability),
people form their impressions based on an unequal weighing of competencies
from bits of knowledge. Even though these impressions are not totally accurate,
people cannot be talked out of their impression by a rational, precise account-
ing of our competencies. People have strong attachments to their impressions.

Many observers react to this and say that it is unfair that others are not accu-
rate in their perceptions. However, this sword definitely cuts two ways. If others
have a general impression that a person is a poor leader, then they will prob-
ably be negatively biased in their evaluations of specific competencies and
underrate the person’s real abilities. On the other hand, if others have a gen-
eral impression that a person is an extraordinary leader, they will overestimate
this person’s skills and abilities. Though being underrated is unfair, being over-
rated, though still unfair, is something leaders can use to their advantage. The
key is to get the attribution process to work for you rather than against you.

This helps to explain many of our research findings. For example, we found
many leaders with extremely high scores on all competencies and with no
perceived weaknesses. The tendency for everyone to attribute positive social
behavior and positive intellectual capabilities to someone who possesses one
positive attribute sheds light on this phenomenon. The combination of cre-
ating an overall picture or gestalt about someone, combined with the strong
linkage between traits and attributes, provides insight into this.

It was hard for many people to believe that Richard M. Nixon, who was
reared a Quaker, was intelligent and well educated, and capable of being elected
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to high office, would use profanity like a sailor and engage in dishonest acts
such as Watergate. Similarly, it was hard for many citizens of the United States
to believe that Bill Clinton would engage in sexual misconduct with an intern
in the Oval Office. It would have been more understandable if this had 
happened while he was living in a fraternity house during his junior year of col-
lege. Because he was the president of the United States, and a man of obvious
intellect and ability, that behavior was inconsistent with people’s assumptions.

Why do we present this research and theory about how perceptions are
formed? Understanding theory helps in planning a successful strategy. Under-
standing how others formulate their perceptions helps us to understand why
leaders are successful at times and why they fail.

2. Cross Training
The second explanation for the strong linkage between competencies is
simply that in the course of becoming good at one thing, you get better at
something else.

We see evidence of this in many other areas of life. A musician who plays
the saxophone will often switch between the clarinet, alto saxophone, and
tenor saxophone. Learning one instrument increases the ease of learning and
performing with a different instrument. The athlete who is a runner parlays
the endurance and strength gained through running to become a long-
distance swimmer and cyclist. Piano players are often extremely fast typists.

Skills Are Transferable. It is logical to believe that acquiring the skill of
conducting effective meetings helps the leader to also be more effective work-
ing one-on-one with peers. Developing the skills of communicating power-
fully and prolifically provides many of the same skills required to inspire and
motivate others to high performance.

The skill of setting stretch goals for your team is related to the skills required
to initiate action and focus on results.

3. Success Increases Confidence
When people experience success in one arena of life, it increases their con-
fidence and willingness to try something new.

One of the authors’ granddaughters became interested in diving. Going off
a board in a typical backyard pool was easy. Then came the three-meter board,
which seemed frightening to an 11-year-old. Finally, the team went to a diving
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pool that included a six-meter-high diving board. (That is, jumping roughly
from the height of a two-story building into the pool.) As she went to the end
of the board, she started to turn back, and the coach said, “You can do it—
just jump.” She did. Success at previous levels gave her confidence to try. She
wanted to be able to dive from the high board, and it was no longer frighten-
ing except to her parents and grandparents.

4. Success Increases Aspiration Level
We know that success increases people’s aspiration to try and do more. Any
growth in one area gives us new skills and the confidence to seek growth in
another. The late Andrall Pearson was a high-visibility executive, having been
a senior director of McKinsey and Co., then head of PepsiCo for 14 years,
then a teacher at the Harvard Business School who published frequently in
the Harvard Business Review. In a 1980 Fortune magazine article, he was listed
as one of America’s toughest bosses.

Then, at age 76, he became chairman of Tricon Global Restaurants, Inc.
(now renamed Yum) and learned an entirely new set of leadership skills. He
learned to govern rather than control. He gained an appreciation for the power
of human emotion. In earlier years he would display his own intellect and
overpower people with his ability to grasp issues quickly. In an earlier leader-
ship role he had told his colleagues, “A room full of monkeys could do better
than this.”

Pearson desisted from issuing orders to people, and began asking questions
and soliciting ideas. He became a mentor to many in the firm. Pearson
acknowledged that many of his leadership methods were new to him, and that
his experience was a capstone of an already remarkable career.9

Today, a new Pearson has desisted from issuing orders to people, and 
he is asking questions and soliciting ideas. He has become a mentor to many
in the firm. Pearson acknowledges that many of his leadership methods are
new to him, and that his experience is a capstone of an already remarkable
career.9

Jacob Bronowski wrote, “We have to understand that the world can only
be grasped by action, not by contemplation. . . . The most powerful drive in
the ascent of man is his pleasure in his own skills. He loves to do what he does
well, and having done it well, he loves to do it better.”10

As we ponder the ways that competencies are linked together, we have no
way of tearing apart the impact of these many forces. Is it a halo effect, or is
it the result of cross training? What role does increased confidence play, or
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escalating aspirations? We may never know the answer, but we are convinced
that the answer lies in some combination of the four.

Sixteen Behaviors (Competencies) That Make a
Difference in How Leaders Are 
Perceived By Others
Having presented our concerns about competencies and some suggestions
about remedying those concerns, along with an analysis of why they are so
intricately linked, we now present our own framework of competencies that
make a difference.

How are impressions about leadership effectiveness most powerfully cre-
ated? Our research shows that raters noticed some competencies much more
than they do others. We believe that emphasizing the differentiating compe-
tencies will help leaders create a more favorable impression. Our research
confirms that a real impact on employee turnover, customer satisfaction, and
profitability occurs only when leadership is perceived as being extremely bad
or exceptionally good. Being horrible at a competency gets noticed; being
extraordinarily good gets noticed; but being average or good at something does
not. Hence, the need for our advice regarding fixing a fatal flaw. If people
have a fatal flaw (some behavior or competency that is rated very negatively),
this may be the main source of their negative impression. To create a change
in the gestalt (general impression), people need to make noticeable changes.

We group these behaviors into the same components as the earlier model
presented in Chapters 1 and 3. What follows is a more detailed description
of these competencies, with further information about how people who score
highly on a particular competency behave and also how people who receive
low scores on it behave.

Character
1. Displaying high integrity and honesty

High performers:
● Avoid saying one thing and doing another (i.e., “walk the talk”)
● Act consistently with their words
● Follow through on promises and commitments
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● Model the core values
● Lead by example
Poor performers:
● Are threatened by others’ success
● Make themselves look good at the expense of other people
● Blame failures on others

Personal Capability
2. Technical and professional expertise

High performers:
● Are sought out by others for advice and counsel
● Use technical knowledge to help team members troubleshoot problems
● Have credibility because of their in-depth knowledge of issues or

problems
Poor performers:
● Do not understand the job well
● Are technically or professionally incompetent
● Have become out of date technically
● Fail to understand the technology/profession well

3. Solving problems and analyzing issues
High performers:
● Exercise a high level of professional judgment
● Make good decisions based on a mixture of analysis, wisdom,

experience, and judgment
● Encourage alternative approaches and new ideas
Poor performers:
● Fail to anticipate and stay on top of problems
● Do not consider an appropriate range of alternatives before making

a decision
4. Innovation

High performers:
● Encourage alternative approaches and new ideas
● Consistently generate creative, resourceful solutions to problems
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● Constructively challenge the usual approach of doing things and
find new and better ways to do the job

● Create a culture of learning that drives individual development
● Work to improve new ideas rather than discourage them
● Encourage people to find innovative ways to accomplish their goals
Poor performers:
● Have a “one right way” mind-set
● Are afraid to challenge existing systems, processes, or approaches
● Feel that new or innovative approaches will cost too much to

implement or cause disruption
● Shoot down new ideas or approaches

5. Practicing self-development
High performers:
● Make constructive efforts to change and improve based on

feedback from others
● Seek feedback from others to improve and develop themselves
● Constantly look for developmental opportunities (they are excited

to learn)
Poor performers:
● Seem unconcerned about any kind of self-improvement
● Are content with their current skills and abilities
● Fear that others might perceive their development of new skills as a

sign of incompetence or weakness

Focus on Results
6. Focus on results

High performers:
● Aggressively pursue all assignments and projects until completion
● Do everything possible to meet goals or deadlines
Poor performers:
● Fail to achieve agreed-upon results within the time allotted
● Fail to achieve the goals set for their work
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7. Establish stretch goals
High performers:
● Maintain high standards of performance
● Set measurable standards of excellence for themselves and others

in the work group
● Promote a spirit of continuous improvement
Poor performers:
● Fail to build high commitment among all employees to team goals

and objectives
8. Take responsibility for outcomes/initiative

High performers:
● Take personal responsibility for outcomes
● Can be counted on to follow through on commitment
● Go above and beyond what needs to be done without being told
Poor performers:
● Blame failures on others
● Lose interest before projects are completed and fail to follow

through

Interpersonal Skills
9. Communicating powerfully and prolifically

High performers:
● Are skillful at communicating new insights
● Provide the work group with a definite sense of direction and

purpose
● Help people understand how their work contributes to broader

business objectives
Poor performers:
● Do a poor job of communicating plans to people who help

implement them
● Fail to explain the purpose and/or importance of the

assignments
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10. Inspiring and motivating others to high performance
High performers:
● Energize people to go the extra mile
● Have the ability to get people to stretch and reach goals beyond

what they originally thought possible
Poor performers:
● Fail to inspire commitment, high energy, and a winning attitude

11. Building relationships
High performers:
● Are trusted by work group members
● Balance concern for productivity and results with sensitivity for

employees’ needs/problems
● Are approachable and friendly
● Handle difficult situations constructively and tactfully
Poor performers:
● Are difficult to get along with
● People don’t feel free to take their complaints to them

12. Developing others
High performers:
● Are genuinely concerned about the development of others’

careers
● Give individuals an appropriate balance of positive and corrective

performance feedback
● Give honest feedback
● Take interest in the work of others
● Support others’ growth and success
Poor performers:
● Wait too long to give others feedback
● Try to keep good people rather than allowing them to take on

developmental opportunities
13. Collaboration and teamwork

High performers:
● Have developed cooperative working relationships with others in

the company
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● Promote a spirit of cooperation with other members of the work
group

● Ensure that the work unit works well with other groups and
departments

Poor performers:
● Do not work well with people who have different backgrounds and

perspectives
● Promote a spirit of competition with other work groups

Leading Organizational Change
14. Developing strategic perspectives

High performers:
● Know how work relates to the organization’s business strategy (line-

of-sight connection)
● Translate the organization’s vision and objectives into challenging

and meaningful goals for others
● Can take the long view; can be trusted to balance short-term and

long-term needs of the organization
Poor performers:
● Get caught up in the “day-to-day” and fail to take a longer-term,

broader perspective on business decisions
15. Championing change

High performers:
● Become champions for projects or programs, presenting them so

that others support them
● Are effective marketers for work groups’ projects, programs, or products
Poor performers:
● Tend to follow the lead of others in change efforts

16. Connect internal groups with the outside world
High performers:
● Have demonstrated ability to represent the work group to key

groups outside the group/department
● Help people understand how meeting customers’ needs is central

to the mission and goals of the organization
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Poor performers:
● Make day-to-day decisions based on internal needs rather than the

needs of customers
● Do not have a broad network outside their own work group

Assessing Individual Competencies
After discovering these 16 differentiating competencies and understanding
the impact of developing strengths, we examined typical approaches used in
assessing a leader’s effectiveness using 360 degree feedback. Our evaluation
of common practices identified several consistent problems with the design
and approach of most 360 assessments.

1. Many assessments give leaders a false positive impression of their
ability. Leaders assume that they are doing fairly well when in fact
they are only average.

2. Most assessments emphasized identification of weakness rather than
building strengths.

3. Many compared one individual’s results to the mean averages, thus
reinforcing the notion that average leadership was the target.

4. No assessments provided an evaluation of the impact leaders have on
important organizational outcomes such as employee engagement or
commitment

5. Open ended comments requested suggestions for improvement.
These reinforced the focus on weakness because they generated long
lists of suggested improvements.

6. No assessments directly asked for identification of fatal flaws or
significant weaknesses. This made it difficult for leaders to identify the
difference between a skill that was rated as less effective and a skill that
if not corrected would have a substantial negative effect on their
success.

Based on these insights we designed a unique assessment that addressed
these issues. We created items that best differentiated poor, good and extra-
ordinary leaders and that could be completed in approximately 15 minutes.
We sought to give leaders a more accurate view of their strengths or insights
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into a potential fatal flaw that would crater their effectiveness. Rather than
compare leaders to a mean average of all others we showed them how their
scores compared with leaders at the 75th and 90th percentile. This compar-
ison to the best leaders tended to automatically reset an individual’s target.

We incorporated five questions that assessed the level of employee com-
mitment and engagement of the people that reported directly to each leader.
All of our research has indicated that these two dimensions are highly 
correlated. Using this data each individual leader could get an understand-
ing of how their leadership impacted the satisfaction, commitment and
expected turnover of team members. We have come to the conclusion that
this approach provides a stronger platform for change and improvement.

For a self-assessment on the 16 differentiating competencies go to our web
site at www.zengerfolkman.com and follow the Extraordinary Leader link.
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5

LEADERS MUST FIT THEIR
ORGANIZATION

Old thieves make good jailers.

—German Proverb

Bruce worked in administration for a large university, and because of an 
excellent referral from a university professor, he landed a position with a small
consulting firm. His role was to start out as the office administrative manager,
but he was slated to move quickly into the role of managing director of the
firm. At the university, Bruce had been a shining star. He was extremely metic-
ulous in his work and paid a great deal of attention to detail. He always made
sure to ferret out all the information before making a decision. These were
valued traits at the university. As he began his role in the consulting firm, he
found the environment to be extremely different. At the university, the pro-
posals moved slowly through committees. Ample time was allowed for study
and debate.

The small consulting firm moved quickly. Partners, all of whom felt they
had decision-making authority, controlled the firm as a group. However, one
partner would make a decision one way and then a second partner would
reverse that decision. The partners would meet occasionally to hammer out
the decision and resolve the disagreement. Partner meetings would be hard-
ball discussions where differences were debated openly. The partners, rather
than staying in the office to implement decisions, were constantly away on
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consulting assignments. They assumed that the decisions they made would
be implemented.

Bruce approached his new assignment warily and decided that what the
firm needed was more deliberate decision making, clear lines of authority,
and a committee structure to consider various decisions. He worked for six
months to implement these changes. After six months, the only thing Bruce
accomplished was convincing every partner that he needed to leave the firm.
The partners ultimately recognized that this new role for Bruce was not work-
ing, nor was it likely that he would ever succeed. They provided a severance
package to Bruce. He quickly landed a job in administration at a hospital.
Over the next several years, Bruce was promoted in the hospital and enjoyed
an excellent reputation with the staff and the physicians.

Was there something wrong with Bruce? Why was he so successful at the
university and the hospital but such a failure at the consulting firm? Was there
something wrong with the consulting firm? The consulting firm continued
to grow and prosper.

What this series of events illustrates is that leadership is specific to the
organization. Some combinations of individuals and organizations just 
do not work out well. Although it was certainly true in this episode that
neither was without a share of responsibility for the failure, what becomes
evident to everyone with a variety of work experiences is that some organ-
izations fit certain individuals better than others. Individuals have unique
competencies, beliefs, and experience. Organizations have extremely 
different cultures and needs. Although there can be some accommodation
by either the individual or the organization at some point, people are more
effective when they are themselves. In his book Jack Straight from the Gut,
Jack Welch describes his experience at GE shortly after being named 
chairman:

At one of my earliest board meetings in San Francisco shortly after being named

vice chairman, I showed up in a perfectly pressed blue suit, with a starched white

shirt and a crisp red tie. I chose my words carefully. I wanted to show the board

members that I was older and more mature than either my 43 years or my

reputation. I guess I wanted to look and act like a typical GE vice chairman.

Paul Austin, a long-time GE director and chairman of the Coca-Cola Company,

came up to me at the cocktail party after the meeting.
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“Jack,” he said, touching my suit, “this isn’t you. You looked a lot better when

you were just being yourself.”

Thank God Austin realized I was playing a role—and cared enough to tell me.

Trying to be somebody I wasn’t could have been a disaster for me.1

In this chapter, we will explore the interaction between organizational
requirements and individual abilities. We believe that finding the right fit is
a key factor of success. At lower organizational levels, fit is not as critical, but
as people take on broader roles, fit becomes a defining factor in both the
success of a leader and of the organization.

Two Possible Scenarios

Scenario 1
What if research revealed that every leader in the organization needed a high
level of competence in five specific behaviors—and everyone needed exactly
the same five? Anyone acquiring these five behaviors would become a suc-
cessful leader as long as they were done extremely well.

Scenario 2
What if research revealed that great leaders need exceptional ability in a few
competencies, but the specific behaviors could be different for each effective
leader? Great leaders could be unique, widely different, one-of-a-kind versions.

Considering these two scenarios, which would you like to be true? On the
one hand, Scenario 1 seems to provide an absolute answer as to what great
leaders need to do, the answer that people have searched to find for centuries.
By focusing all your attention on developing and improving these five spe-
cific behaviors, Scenario 1 would provide a precise formula for success.

On the down side, implicit in this scenario is the assumption that a “cookie-
cutter” approach to leadership—that all effective leadership is the same and
that individual differences and unique approaches do not work—can be applied.

Scenario 2 provides the opportunity for people to choose the behaviors in
which they will excel. The key to Scenario 2 is developing strength in a few
competencies that are valued by the organization in which one works.
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Keys to Success and Failure
One of the primary focuses early in our research was to discover if there were
some competencies that are absolutely essential in order for a leader to be 
considered great. In other words, “Great leaders always do _____ well.” In addi-
tion, we looked for competencies that, if done poorly, were a cause for failure.
Surely, there must be some behaviors that catapult leaders to success; con-
versely, there must be others that drag leaders to failure. In the research process,
however, it appeared that whenever we found a rule, we always found excep-
tions to that rule. We found much greater similarity in the causes of failure
than we found in the reasons for effectiveness. Rather than identifying a con-
sistent profile or style that always worked for every person, what we found was
a tremendous variety in the style, approach, and makeup of extraordinary lead-
ers. What started out as a disappointment in our research soon turned out to
be valuable insight on leadership. Extraordinary leaders are unique. Some have
one cluster of attributes, whereas others have a different cluster of attributes.
This isn’t to say that each of the 16 competencies was equally powerful in pre-
dicting overall effectiveness. Indeed, one competency, “inspires and motivates
others to high performance,” is the single most powerful competency, and this
has prompted us to write a subsequent book about it, The Inspiring Leader.2

The commonality we could find in extraordinary leaders is that they are
extremely effective at a few things. Whereas Scenario 1 would make life sim-
pler for those responsible for leadership development, that is not the reality.
We suspect most people are glad that Scenario 1 is not the way the world
works. It would be mind-numbingly boring.

The good news of our research is that it reinforces the notion of individu-
ality and the power of developing individual talents and gifts. For the authors,
this comes as a great relief. Whereas both of us hope we possess some
strengths, our strengths differ markedly from each other. This fact has been
of great benefit in researching and writing this book. The strengths of one
author balanced the flat side of the other author. After many years of personal
change efforts, being extraordinarily talented at some competencies contin-
ues to evade us. It is just not in our bones. (This does not mean we are totally
incompetent at these skills, but clearly we are not extraordinary.)

The Leadership Paradox
Leaders are both unique and alike. They are unique in that each one has a 
different set of competencies that ideally fits the organization in which he
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or she works. They are alike in that, to be highly effective, they need to have at
least one strength in the different sections of the tent. The net effect is that lead-
ers do not appear to be alike, much like different versions of cars all built on
the same chassis appear to be different. But the basic components are similar
(same drive train, suspension, electrical systems, engine), despite the fact that
they look very different from the outside. In the end, leaders are extremely dif-
ferent on the outside, with several fundamental similarities under the surface.

Discovering Your Genius
A psychologist once observed that the secret to life is discovering what 
“instrument” you are, and then learning how to play it. Woodwinds are no bet-
ter than brass, nor are cellos superior to kettle-drums. Each does something
extremely well, and the musical score will call for that unique contribution.
Some people seem to spend their entire lives searching for what that instrument
is for them. Others, fortunately, discover their instrument quite early in life.

As individuals, we all have competencies and abilities that come to us more
easily than do others. We are drawn to some tasks and resist others. It is diffi-
cult to know if our being drawn to some activities results from possessing a
unique, inherent skill, or if being good at something causes us to try harder
at some skills versus others. Whatever the reason, it is not difficult to observe
any group of leaders in any organization and notice marked individual dif-
ferences. All seem to have both a combination of unique competencies and
also other skills where they fare well, but are not necessarily great. A handful
have pronounced weaknesses in a few areas.

In an effort to help people discover their genius, a former colleague, Kurt
Sandholtz, now at Stanford University, has conducted research with thousands
of people.3 His quest was to determine the method whereby individuals have a
“career best” experience, or that constitutes the high point in a person’s career.
It represents a time when people felt they were making a significant contribu-
tion and they were very successful. Understanding these “career best” experi-
ences helps people understand their genius. Gene Dalton and Paul Thompson
first developed the core of this idea when they wrote, “If individuals don’t under-
stand their unique strengths or interests, they don’t have any basis for deciding
whether a job or an assignment make sense for them. They are vulnerable 
to attractive external rewards or organizational pressures. They have little basis
on which to form enough conviction to say no to an apparently attractive oppor-
tunity. Answers to career questions come from within one’s self.”4
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To help people discover what they do best, Sandholtz asks them, “What is
the best job you’ve ever had?” After examining the results of these studies, he
discovered that “career bests” have some common characteristics.

First, “career best” taps into a person’s talent or competencies. Competen-
cies, as noted in Chapter 4, are skills and behaviors that a person performs well.
Second, a “career best” experience tends to highlight what people are pas-
sionate about. Passions are things that we love to do, independent of how well
we do them. Some love to sing in the shower, despite knowing they do not do
it well. Third, a “career best” activity inevitably adds value to the organization.
When people describe their job, they don’t say, “I was very competent at doing
this job, I loved to do it and nobody in the organization gave a hoot.”

A basic requirement of a “career best” activity is doing something that is
valued and provides benefit to the organization. According to Sandholtz, activ-
ities and jobs mentioned were frequently a “product of luck rather than plan-
ning.” Rather than having planned out each stage in their careers, individuals
tended to say of their “career best” that they were “just in the right place at
the right time.”

The COP Model
In an attempt to increase the frequency of career bests and make them more
of a planned event rather than a stroke of luck, Sandholtz and Ron Cutadean
came up with a model that describes the primary drivers of a “career best”
experience.5 We have adapted that model and call it the COP model, where
C is Competencies, O is Organizational needs, and P is Passion. We display
the COP model graphically using a Venn diagram with three intersecting sets,
as shown in Figure 5-1.

A leadership sweet spot occurs when there is an intersection of compe-
tencies (e.g., skills or behaviors a person performs well), organizational needs
(e.g., outcomes that an organization values), and passions (e.g., activities
people love to do).

Competencies
Competencies are those skills, behaviors, and abilities that a person does
extremely well. Our research on the impact of strengths arbitrarily defines
these as behaviors rated at the 90th percentile by other people. A competency
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can also be an area of knowledge or expertise. As you think about yourself and
your abilities, some of these competencies are behaviors that you tend to be
naturally good at, whereas others have been developed over years of steady
growth and practice. They may be skills at casual conversation, writing, under-
standing complex problems, conceptualizing models, listening, giving direc-
tion, or staying calm under pressure. To understand your competencies, you
might ask yourself: When people talk about my strengths, what do they men-
tion first? Where have I been successful in the past? What abilities do I seem
to do better than others?

Organizational Needs
The “O” in the COP model stands for organizational needs. In order for lead-
ers to be successful or for an individual to find the “leadership sweet spot,”
the competencies people have and the passion for what they want to do have
to be valued by the organization. Typically, organizations value competencies
and passions of individuals that have a fairly direct impact on the success of
the organization. Many organizations seem to have a narrow set of compe-
tencies and passions that they value. People can argue about whether the
organization “ought” to value particular competencies when it does not, but
the fact remains that in order for people to find the “leadership sweet spot,”
there needs to be an intersection of competencies, organizational need, and
passion.
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Passion
Just because we have competence around a skill does not mean that we will
have passion. I might have a great voice but decide that there is no future in
singing, or I might detest getting up and performing in front of others. Com-
petence, yes, but passion (I love to do this, I want to do this, doing this gives
me a personal high), no. The result is an undeveloped competency. Passion
and competence can function independently of each other. People’s passions
may be in sports but physically they are uncoordinated, slow, and weak. Peo-
ple in general have an interesting attitude about passions. They feel that what
they love is naturally given to them. Some people seem to be controlled by
their passions and rarely attempt to broaden them. Other people see that the
things that we become passionate about can change over time. We can
develop passions for things that we did not really like at one point in our lives.

To help understand your passions, Dalton and Thompson6 suggest you
might ask yourself the following questions:

● What do I really enjoy doing?
● What events bring me a great deal of personal satisfaction?
● Which activities energize me in such a way that they hold my interest?

When do I lose all sense of time?
● What activities do I daydream about or imagine myself doing?

Research on People in the Sweet Spot
Contrasting people who are experiencing the sweet spot against others in the
organization reveals substantial differences in both performance and attitude.
Those who are in the sweet spot:

● Add more value than do their colleagues
● Are ranked as higher performers
● Generally work more hours per week
● Are not looking for another job
● Are more engaged and motivated
● Are learning and developing new skills
● Are having fun . . . and are fun to work with
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Barriers That Get in the Way of Finding Your Sweet Spot
Competency plus Organizational Needs but No Passion. In this
situation (Figure 5-2), a person has the competence and the organizational
need is present, but there is no passion for the job. This person will often feel
bored, stuck, or “pigeon-holed.” In this situation, a person might have a job he
has been working at for a long time; he has great competence, but he has been
in his position for so long that he fails to see any challenge or excitement.

Organizational Needs plus Passion but No Competence. In this sit-
uation (Figure 5-3), a leader works in an organization that has a need and where
the leader has a great deal of passion, but not a high level of competence.
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Passion and desire can never make up for competence. This person is some-
times viewed as incompetent, but more frequently he is viewed as average. In
this situation, the organization needs a particular competency, and the indi-
vidual has a strong desire to attempt the competency but lacks the ability to
do this skill with above-average expertise. In our research, we found several
examples of this. One was an organization that engaged in upstream explo-
ration for oil, and the organization’s most prominent need was technical com-
petence. The organization was composed of geophysicists, engineers, and
geologists who had extensive expertise and ability. Leaders who lacked the
level of technical knowledge to “keep up” were often viewed as the poorest
leaders.

Competence plus Passion but No Organizational Needs. In this situ-
ation (Figure 5-4), a leader has the right combination of competence and
passion, but all are built around skills and competencies that are not needed
in the organization. There is a fascinating philosophy that many people have
that an organization ought to accommodate the needs and passions of an
individual. Having coached people in this situation, they often respond with
something like, “Well, this company needs what I have to offer, but it is just
too dense to understand and appreciate how I can contribute.” This is a bad
fit. Not every person is going to have a satisfying and productive career in
every organization. Frequently, individuals get a job in an organization and
when they discover that their contribution is not valued, they push back and
try to change the organization in an effort to make things work. They assume
that their inability to be successful in the organization says something about
them. In reality, all it says is that the organization does not value their con-
tribution. They feel like they are a failure rather than a bad fit. So often we
see individuals who have struggled and been miserable in one organization
move to a different organization, only to find themselves being valued, con-
tributing, and making a real difference.

Using the COP Model
When your competence and passions intersect with organizational needs, 
the outcome is always positive for the individual and the organization. The
individual is doing something he or she is competent at and has energy or pas-
sion about the tasks to be accomplished. The organization is getting good
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results in return. Our research has helped us understand that some com-
petencies are better at creating leverage and success in an organization. 
Chapter 4 shows the research on 16 key competencies that have a higher like-
lihood of leveraging overall leadership effectiveness. These 16 competencies
provide a great deal of latitude in terms of selecting competencies that a
person can develop into extraordinary strengths.

Organizational Competency Drivers
When there is an intersection of competence and passion with an organiza-
tional need, this creates an opportunity for an individual to show extraordi-
nary leadership. Displaying exceptional skill on a competency where there 
is no organizational need fails to provide much clout in terms of leveraging
leadership effectiveness.

Imagine that you are a member of a small team in a high-technology com-
pany that has the unpleasant task of downsizing a group of people by half.
Each person is discussed. Strengths and areas of needed improvement are
reviewed for each person. All of the people are selected for dismissal except
one. It is difficult to choose between two employees. There is a fair amount
of disagreement in the group about the two people. Finally, the person sitting
next to you, who has been a strong advocate for keeping one of them, says,
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“She is a great pianist.” What would be your response? Probably, you would
say, “What difference does that make?” Although being a great pianist is a very
nice skill to have, unless it fills an organizational need, it does not benefit you
at work.

In this chapter, we have avoided being prescriptive about skills that every-
one needs to do well to be a great leader. Our advice is to build a high level
of competence in three to five skill areas, balanced across the major areas of
the tent we described in Chapter 3.

In researching the profiles of different companies, it is apparent that dif-
ferent organizations have specific profiles that point to key competencies
absolutely required to be successful. Organization profiles reveal one, two,
or three dominant characteristics that tend to define a key competency for
that organization. Doing well on this skill or competency places you in good
company with most other members of the organization. However, doing
exceptionally well on this competency does not tend to leverage overall lead-
ership effectiveness. The reason for this is that everyone does the competency
well so it is almost impossible to differentiate yourself from most others.
Doing poorly on these competencies, however, would be a certain path to
failure. These organizational competency drivers tend to hurt more than
help. To be successful in an organization, it is critical for people to under-
stand what these competencies are and to possess a reasonable level of skill
in them.

What Organizations Value
An implication of the COP model is that to be successful in an organization,
people need to combine their competencies with their passions and then find
an organization that needs what they have to offer. In the same way that 
people come with different and unique personalities, so do organizations. No
two are exactly the same. In the same way that one has courtships with a vari-
ety of different people to find the individual that best fits one’s own personal-
ity, so should people find a match between themselves and the organization
for which they work. Many people try to accommodate their own personal
style and desires to the needs of an organization. Although this can be done
successfully, frequently this leads to frustration, job dissatisfaction, and failure
to be promoted and advanced. Finding an organization where there is a good
fit often allows people to truly excel.
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Different Strokes for Different Folks
In the process of being external consultants, the authors had the opportunity
to become acquainted with many different organizations. After years of exe-
cuting successful projects in a variety of different organizations, our firm was
invited to propose doing a project for a large health care supplier. One month
earlier, we had been asked to propose some work for a telephone company.
The presentation was a winner; we received great reviews and were awarded
the work. We modified the presentation slightly and presented essentially the
same thing to the health care company. We didn’t even have to wait for them
tell us that we did not get the health care contract. By the end of the presen-
tation it was evident. Evaluating our performance, we did not feel any differ-
ently about the quality of our presentation from one company to the next, but
it was evident that the telephone company loved us and the health care com-
pany did not. After talking with other consultants, we came to realize that the
difference was not us, but mostly within them. Again, let us reiterate that there
was nothing wrong with the health care company. But the things that they
valued, their style, and the way they thought about the project in question
were completely different than the things we valued, our style, and the way
we thought about the project. As a postscript to the story, we were later talk-
ing to another consultant who was familiar with the health care company
because of other projects he had done with them. He commented, “You’re
just lucky they didn’t hire you; you would have hated the project.” It turned
out that this consultant had a similar style to ours, and after completing his
project he vowed never to work for them again.

After analyzing the results from 22 different organizations, we have iden-
tified some common organizational profiles. These profiles highlight the
things that organizations emphasize as strengths. Frequently, an organization
might have several of the strengths listed below bundled together.

One of the authors recently visited a large bank. Upon looking through
their aggregated leadership assessment data, it became evident that they 
were an “avoiding mistakes”/“customer emphasis” organization. Both issues
were very strong and positive for 80 percent of the leaders. If you work for an
organization that has a profile of being an execution organization, you need
to be good at executing (e.g., getting projects done on time and within
budget—no excuses). A mismatch hurts a person’s chance of success, and
everyone needs an environment where he or she has a reasonable chance 
to succeed.

Leaders Must Fit Their Organization • 119



Organizational Profiles of Prized Competencies
Based on research on 22 different organizations, we found 13 profiles of com-
petencies that may be valued by an organization. In most instances, organi-
zations had two or three of the characteristics that described what the
organization valued, though one appeared to dominate. In an effort to help
readers assess what are their own organization values, here are some of the
more pronounced organizational characteristics. The opportunity here is to
judge the “goodness of fit” between what your organization truly values and
your own pattern of competencies.

Technology Emphasis
In the technology organization, leaders need to be highly knowledgeable and
viewed as having technical expertise in the core activity of the firm. Although
you would imagine that these firms were high-tech companies, we have found
this characteristic to be very strong in construction companies and natural
resources organizations as well. In a technology organization, people thrive
on technical knowledge and expertise. A frequent sign that you are in a tech-
nology company is that people often talk in code. New employees frequently
need a translator to understand what people are saying. At HP, the best tech-
nical experts were called “Graybeards.” These sages had spent their lives inside
HP, developing new and exciting technical innovations. They were looked
upon as heroes in the organization.

Working in a pharmaceutical company with a strong research emphasis
puts a high premium on understanding chemistry, molecular biology, and
pharmaceutical science. Those lacking that technology background were
perceived as “second-class citizens.”

Advantages. This organization runs on cutting-edge technology. Leaders
are expected to learn and stay abreast of the latest developments in their fields.
For people who enjoy technical challenges, this organization is extremely ful-
filling. As a leader, a person needs to understand the technology and then
combine that with other leadership competencies that make a difference.

Disadvantages. In this organization, the inherent belief is that you can solve
any problem with technology. Here linear thinking can be carried to an
extreme. A colleague worked for an oil company in Canada during the 1980s
oil crisis. As the price for crude went up, the company’s plan for exploration
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grew at the same rate. After reviewing an extremely large expansion plan and
the personnel required to staff the project, my friend calculated that they
would need to hire every geophysical scientist who graduated from every uni-
versity in the United States and Canada in order to staff the expansion. His
calculation did not faze the planners at all. The only thing that stopped the
project was a change in the price of crude oil.

Excellent Execution
In this organization, there is a substantial need to drive forward and achieve
results, to get things done on time, to stay in budget, and to always make your
numbers. Leaders enjoy challenging results, and they often run on adrena-
line. There is constant energy in the air. People inevitably come to work early
and stay late. This organization attracts or encourages people who aspire to
climb the corporate ladder of success. Goals are always aggressive and chal-
lenge everyone’s abilities. Frequently, these organizations have high rewards
for the best performers and a process to constantly “weed out” the bottom 
10 percent.

Advantages. This organization moves fast, and change happens quickly. If
people enjoy challenges and like to stretch themselves, this organization will
fit them well. People who have high career aspirations can be very success-
ful, and typically these organizations offer a great deal of movement and
promotional opportunity. Employees from a company that had a strong
reputation for being an execution organization would also indicate that their
company was a good company to be from. Many employees had a 10-year
plan: they would rise to a high-level position, cash in on their stock options,
and then take a position with another company where the pace was not as
quick, but they would receive a competitive salary and have less risk and less
reward.

Disadvantages. As with any great conquest, there are typically many dead
and wounded. The reality is that if you don’t keep up, you’re out. Individual
success is often a function of company viability and economic conditions. In
a bull market with a great product, this can be extraordinary fun. But in a bear
stock market, with a bad economy, these companies can become extremely
harsh environments. People leave because there is often little loyalty.

A consulting firm was asked to do research for a company whose inter-
national executives were leaving the organization in high numbers. They were
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a strong execution company. The world was in the middle of a monetary cri-
sis, and the bonuses of the executives were based on profits in U.S. dollars.
Every one of the executives was underwater in their stock options and their
bonus plan. Their logic was simple: leave and go somewhere else to get a fresh
start, rather than trying to dig out from under a compensation plan typical of
an execution-focused company. There was no personal loyalty to senior exe-
cutives. It was all “head” and very little “heart.” So when the numbers worked
out to make it better to leave, there was not a moment’s hesitation.

Avoiding Mistakes
In this organization, there is a critical need to do things right. Excellence,
quality, and conformance to standards are the organizational bylines. How-
ever, the reward for taking on a new project or taking some initiative is not as
great as the punishment for making a mistake. So there is an enormous
emphasis on checking every written document two and three times. Presen-
tations are rehearsed and re-rehearsed. Every column of figures is added and
re-added to make sure there are no mistakes. This is a frequent phenomenon
in organizations that have large corporate staffs. Their role often evolves into
one of “cop,” where the emphasis is on catching mistakes made by an oper-
ating company.

One of the authors was reviewing a presentation with a client to be pre-
sented before their chairman. After seeing the presentation, she said, “I have
some feedback for you.” “Great,” I commented. Her feedback was, “You need
to be a bit more buttoned up.” At first I wasn’t quite sure what she meant.
“What do I need to do less of?” I asked. Her reply, “Don’t ask so many ques-
tions. Just give the chairman the facts. And keep the presentation short. The
more information we give the chairman, the greater the chance for his dis-
agreeing with something you say.”

The quality movement has created many organizations in which quality
has permeated every aspect of the corporate culture. An additional aspect of
some of these organizations is a reluctance to engage in innovation, risk tak-
ing, or creative thinking. The organization is run by policies and procedures.
There is a great need for order and precision in the way things are done.

Advantages. Leaders take pride in order, deeply analyze every aspect of a
project, and do high-quality work. Organizations that emphasize safety or qual-
ity standards often have this strength. If you enjoy order and doing things by
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the book, this organization will fit you well. Typically, people in these com-
panies will be given extra time to polish and completely finish assignments.
Getting 80 percent right is not a beneficial approach in these organizations.
If a person craves predictability, this is the ideal company for her.

Disadvantages. The organization is frequently slowed down by bureaucracy
and excessive details and is frequently risk averse. People who like to operate
in a fast and freer model should avoid these companies.

Customer Emphasis
Leaders are totally focused on satisfying customer needs and responding to
their requests. Leaders take pride in knowing customers, working personally
with them, and solving their problems. Customer interests are often placed
before those of the employees or the shareholders. If there is ever a problem
between a customer and an employee, the customer is assumed to be right
and the employee wrong.

One of the authors thought he knew what it meant to be customer-focused,
but then was asked to build an assessment tool for a company that was
obsessed with customers. Some of the items that were created to assess the
intensity of their desire to understand customers included:

1. Continually seeks information about customers’ underlying or future
needs.

2. Can describe the customer’s business from the customer’s viewpoint,
not the company’s point of view.

3. Spends enough time in the marketplace to understand the
underlying, unmet needs of customers.

4. Makes other people get inside the customers’ world.

A major part of leaders’ evaluations were based on the results to these 
questions.

Advantages. This company enjoys absolute clarity about what customers
currently want and need. Typically, this organization is successful at generat-
ing a high level of customer loyalty and satisfaction. Many people inside truly
enjoy serving customers. It gives an empowering feeling to the people inside.

In an analysis for an insurance company, it was found that employees who
reported success in being able to resolve customer problems were much less
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likely to quit their jobs. Not being able to fix customer problems made
employees frustrated with their jobs. To be effective in a customer-focused
company, people need to have a strong orientation toward service. Customers
can be difficult and challenging. Exceptional customer service is rarely con-
venient or done without some additional effort. People who enjoy this work
provide the services simply because they enjoy delighting a customer.

Disadvantages. Leaders are so focused on pleasing the customer that they
lose sight of internal operational issues and long-term direction. Some organ-
izations find it impossible to say “no” to a customer, even when the request
is unreasonable. And many organizations find it hard to define people or com-
panies as “noncustomers,” because doing business with them is too expensive
or difficult.

To enjoy this organization means that people have to love customers. Not
all customers are enjoyable to work with, and to do this job well, people have
to accept the good with the bad. If you enjoy internal interaction rather than
customer interactions, this may not be the ideal organization for you.

The Genteel Organization
Leaders in this organization focus on developing a kind and considerate
organization. Confrontation never occurs. Serious issues are usually swept
under the carpet. Performance reviews are avoided or couched in extremely
gentle terms.

One of the authors recounts, “I was working in a company in Minnesota
and asked an internal employee what it was like to work in the company. His
response was, ‘We are all Minnesota nice.’ ‘What is Minnesota nice?’ I asked.
The employee explained that people in the company were extremely polite
with each other. They were always pleasant. They never said negative or
demeaning things about other employees. After hearing all this I commented,
‘Sounds like a great place to work,’ to which the employee responded, ‘It is,
but you never know what people really think of you.’” Some organizations
have created a culture that encourages people to play nice.

Advantages. This organization is a genteel place to work. Employees are
“Boy Scouts”—they are trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind,
obedient, cheerful, brave, clean, and reverent. Typically employees will stay
with the organization for a long time. There is little unforced turnover.
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Disadvantages. Often, candor is missing from this kind of an organization.
Sometimes it is difficult for people to grow and progress in this organization
because they need focused, tough feedback but never get it. Conflicts rarely
occur, and people conform rather than disagree. In a recent meeting of a trade
association, a member of the board commented, “Our problem is that we are
just like the companies we come from. These are all really nice companies
where people are pleasant and considerate of each other. While I enjoy that
a great deal, in order to move this association forward we need to confront
some difficult issues and give each other some tough feedback. I am not sure
we are up to the task.” For people who like to play hardball, working in this
organization can be a real challenge. Their career progression might be lim-
ited because they are too pushy.

The Candor Organization
Leaders in this organization “tell it like it is.” Typically, there is a strong feed-
back culture, in which feedback flows rather freely both up and down the
organization. Those who thrive in this company need to be not only good at
receiving feedback but also effective at giving others feedback. While listen-
ing to a conversation between two leaders in a candid organization, one author
heard a leader comment that a direct report did an ineffective job of present-
ing her findings. The other leader immediately asked, “Did you give her 
that feedback?” “No.” The other leader replied, “Well, then, you’re in more
trouble than she is.”

Advantages. You always know where you stand and what you have done
right. A feedback-rich company can be a great organization that provides
excellent learning and growth opportunities. If people have an open, accept-
ing attitude about feedback, they will enjoy working for an organization such
as this.

Disadvantages. Some people are not ready for this kind of honesty, on either
the giving or the receiving end. Some people like to figure things out for them-
selves, and for them this type of organization can feel extremely invasive.

The Learning Organization
In a learning organization, people learn from mistakes rather than hiding
them. Development of skills and talents is valued, and people are constantly
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looking for different or unique learning opportunities. There is typically a
strong value for innovation. People are constantly collecting feedback and
looking for a better understanding of what happened and why.

Advantages. In this type of organization, it is permissible to make mistakes,
but it is not okay if you don’t learn from your mistakes. People are strongly
focused on self-development and personal improvement. This organization
gives people homework, and it is important to get your homework done.

Disadvantages. The cost of development can be expensive, and employees
typically expect regular and consistent development opportunities. These
organizations can be a bit disorderly because people are always reinventing
the wheel. If you have difficulty accepting new ideas and changing, this may
not be a good organizational choice.

The High-Integrity Organization
Doing the right thing is valued by leaders in high-integrity organizations.
There is a very strong emphasis on honesty and ethical behavior. Many vol-
untary organizations focused on noble causes have this strength. People have
strong desires to promote the cause of the organization, and typically there is
a high level of congruence among organizational members about what is
appropriate and what is not.

Advantages. Integrity is a strong vocal value and is encouraged at all levels
of the organization. Success is measured not only by getting results but also
by how you went about getting them.

Disadvantages. It is tough to practice what you preach. Saying it and doing it
are two different things. Some organizations set the bar so high that most leaders
are viewed as hypocrites when they withhold information or change direction.
Some organizations get too zealous about promoting their version of the “right
thing.” This organization enforces compliance from people to follow the leader.
Make sure before joining an organization that is focused on doing the right
thing that their belief about what is right squares closely with your belief.

The Fair Organization
One of the most frequent complaints coming out of organizations is that
promotions and advancements are biased. Whether it is a “good old boy”
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network, a bias toward MBAs from certain schools or toward golfing buddies,
this issue is frequently a source of dissatisfaction in many organizations. Orga-
nizations that have developed fairness as a key strength have figured out how
to create an organization relatively free from bias. Leaders who have a strong
desire to treat people with fairness learn to pay careful attention to their biases.
Frequently, these organizations have fewer levels and greater equity in pay
and benefits. There is often a push to treat everyone the same rather than have
one tier of benefits for people at one level and different benefits for those at
another level. These organizations eliminate executive parking and boon-
doggles along with a propensity to hire people of a certain gender, race, age,
or school background.

Advantages. Employees feel a strong positive feeling toward the company.
These organizations are good places to work, with high commitment 
from employees. Frequently, employees will have long tenure with these
organizations.

Disadvantages. For individuals who enjoy getting ahead, these organizations
become frustrating after a short stay. Some people want to be separated and
enjoy having the opportunity to get twice the bonus as others. Sometimes the
downside of fairness is that things are too fair and big performance differences
are not noticed.

The Political Organization
The political organization is often referred to as a “good old boys” club. Pol-
itics and connections are among the most critical factors in determining who
will be promoted and who will get a raise. For people who work in these kinds
of organizations, there is a fair amount of predictability. For those who know
the rules and how to play the game, this organization can be a reasonably good
place to work.

Advantages. If you are one of the chosen few, this organization offers great
opportunities. To succeed in this organization, a person has to have a keen
sense of politics and a willingness to play the political game.

Disadvantages. If you are not one of the chosen few, this organization will
be difficult for anyone trying to get ahead in his or her career. For people who
don’t enjoy playing politics, this is not a fun place to work.
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Celebration Organization
The celebration organization is built on individual efforts and opportunities
for rewards. Organizations with this strength find ways to reward people well
for strong individual efforts.

Advantages. For people with strong independent attitudes and a willingness
to work hard, this organization offers unlimited opportunities.

Disadvantages. Many of these organizations are multilayered sales organi-
zations that are dependent on having exceptional products.

The Bureaucratic Organization
The bureaucratic organization has established strong bureaucratic processes
and procedures and sticks to them. Many but not all government or utility
organizations fit this model.

Advantages. This organization is very predictable. It is great for people who
love order and hate chaos.

Disadvantages. Can be boring and unchallenging, but it’s a job.

The Virtual Organization
The virtual organization is a new type of organization that is emerging. In
these organizations, people are combined together to form a group but work
independently. The group may only meet together physically in a rented con-
ference room, and the interconnection might be through a Web site. This
organization attempts to leverage the power of the group, but each person acts
as an independent entity.

Advantages. Low overhead. Lots of independence. This provides the ulti-
mate in freedom for the person who is self-disciplined.

Disadvantages. Trying to get everyone focused can be a bit like herding cats.
Working here requires a willingness to take risks. It also requires patience and
flexibility. The virtual group needs to develop a high level of trust and a set
of cultural values that keep the group working together. It can also be
extremely lonely.
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Implications
It is critical for leaders to understand their individual areas of competency,
the things that bring them passion, and the needs of their organization. The
“leadership sweet spot” that is the intersection of these three elements holds
great promise for both individual and organizational success. It is rare to find
a perfect match between individual competence and passion and organiza-
tional needs. We know that individuals can develop new competencies to fit
the needs of an organization. We also know that organizations can change
their culture, which requires leaders with different leadership competencies.
We find the idea of the COP model compelling, but we also find people
rationalizing the lack of intersection in their personal situations. Individuals
will complain that the organization really ought to value what they do and
that organizations are narrow-minded in terms of what they need. These
rationalizations do not help the individual or the organization to become
more successful. A key to success for leaders is to find their own personal
“sweet spot.” For each person, there is something that he or she can do
extremely well. There is a competency with which he or she can make an
enormous contribution. The late Gene Dalton spent most of his career
researching how people achieve success in their careers. He found that peo-
ple who are successful are constantly focused on how they can make a con-
tribution to the organization.7 It may take time to develop a competency.
Organizations need to be patient and assist with that individual development,
but ultimately organizations need to be successful or they cease to exist. When
an individual can provide an extraordinary competency that an organization
needs, the only other component that is required is passion. This is the ele-
ment that is most underrated and yet potentially the most critical part of the
model. Love, desire, motivation, inspiration, and passion are in the final analy-
sis the greatest differences between good leaders and great leaders. For
additional tools with which to diagnose your organization’s culture, visit
www.zengerfolkman.com. Go to the icon displaying products and services.
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6

GREAT LEADERS POSSESS
MULTIPLE STRENGTHS

Most problems cannot be solved. Most problems can only be survived. And
one survives problems by making them irrelevant because of success. It’s
amazing how many minor ills the healthy body can stand without any
trouble. One focuses on success, especially on unexpected success, and
runs with it.

—Peter F. Drucker

One shining quality lends a luster to another, or hides some glaring defect.

—William Hazlitt

The awareness of our strength makes us modest.

—Paul Cézanne

An Approach to Improvement
Imagine that you were working to improve your leadership effectiveness. To
start the process, you participate in a 360-degree assessment of your skills and
competencies. The assessment is given to your boss, several peers, and direct
reports. The results of the assessment are compiled and create the profile
shown in Figure 6-1.

The profile shows a series of leadership competencies based on the assess-
ments of others. For your convenience, each of the leadership competencies
is sorted from the most positive competency to the least positive. This gives
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you a quick overview of your results. If this were your leadership profile, which
issues would you select for change? Mark the ones that would be your focus
of attention for the next six months.

In this profile, some of the leadership competencies are more positive than
others, but nothing stands out as being extremely positive or negative. No
competency stands out as either a profound strength or a terrible weakness.
In our experience, when people get feedback like this, they always seem com-
pelled to focus their attention on the least positive items. Things that have
been said earlier in this book may have prompted you to consider some 
of your strengths. But that would be an extremely rare event in the absence
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Technical or Professional Expertise

Solves Problems & Analyzes Issues

Innovates

Develops Others

Collaboration and Teamwork
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of receiving this apparently “counterintuitive” or contrarian message. Some-
thing in our culture says that you pass over the higher scores and go directly
to the lowest ones. In this example, one of the areas for improvement would
likely be communications. Typical plans for change would have the person
systematically tackle the lowest scores, get those fixed, and move on to the
next lowest scores. That logic assumes that it is the areas of lower effective-
ness that hurt this person’s performance. People seem more satisfied with a
fairly consistent profile, with all competencies at about the same level.

Philosophies of Effectiveness
Most people, whether consciously or unconsciously, adhere to a philosophy
that their effectiveness is substantially hurt by lower performance in any area.
The solution is, of course, to fix the weaknesses. We are not certain of the gen-
esis of this belief. Possibly it stems from our educational experiences. The rec-
ollection many have of school is a focus on what they did wrong. Think back.
Can you remember taking a test and having the teacher or professor spend
additional time emphasizing the answer that everyone in the class got correct?
On the other hand, do you remember reviewing the answers the class got
wrong? (You could argue that there is a certain logic to focusing on the prob-
lems missed, or the information that no one could recall.)

We argue, however, that time spent emphasizing the success people had
would also have been extremely valuable.

Another explanation is that we all seek to be well-rounded “Renaissance
people.” The assumption is that we should be good at everything. There is
something inherently weak or inferior about acknowledging that there are
some things I do well, and there are some things I don’t even try to do. We
admire the “iron man” who runs a marathon, swims 3 miles, and then rides
a bicycle for another 50 miles.

Whatever the source, there is a pervasive belief that I should eliminate my
weaknesses, and by so doing I will become a more effective person. A grow-
ing number of voices, however, convey a different message. For example, the
respected research psychologist Martin Seligman writes: “I do not believe that
you should devote overly much effort to correcting your weaknesses. Rather,
I believe that the highest success in living and the deepest emotional satis-
faction comes from building and using your signature strengths.” He contin-
ues, “. . . the good life is using your signature strengths every day to produce
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authentic happiness and abundant gratification. This is something that you
can learn to do in each of the main realms of your life: work, love, and rais-
ing children.”1

In work situations, performance appraisals most often search for some 
deficiency. The approach of telling people some good news, then focusing
on areas where they need development or improvement, and finishing up
with a positive comment or two is standard procedure in many organizations.
(Is it any wonder that people begin to wince when they hear the positive com-
ments, knowing that it is often the precursor to the important message of
their deficiencies?) It is best to have frequent conversations that focus only
on the positive aspects of the person’s work. The research, in fact, suggests
that the positive dialogue should occur five times more frequently than 
negative conversations if you want optimal performance from your team.
Medium-performing teams had a ratio of just under 2 to 1, and the poorly
performing organizations had a ratio of roughly 3 negative comments 
for every 1 positive. Cameron writes, “The single most important factor in 
predicting organizational performance—which was more than twice as pow-
erful as any other factor—was the ratio of positive statements to negative 
statements.2

It is perfectly understandable that managers who can give only 4 people 
out of the 20 in their group a superior rating will focus discussions on defi-
ciencies rather than strengths. This provides the rationale for why some get a
raise whereas others do not. If the manager were to focus only on positive issues
and give a “meets expectations” rating, that might be very confusing to the
direct reports. Even those who get an “exceeds expectations” rating will often
be provided feedback on areas where their skills are not quite as positive.

You’re the Coach
To understand this basic belief more objectively, we propose jumping to an
entirely different realm. Imagine that you have agreed to be the soccer coach
for a competition soccer team of 12-year-olds. You are excited to work with the
team. After agreeing to be the coach, you learn that 20 children have signed
up to try out for the team, but the team can only field 15 players. Because this
is a competition soccer program, it is necessary for some children to be cut
from the team. On the first day of practice, you explain that you only have 15
slots on the team and that everyone is going to have to try out.
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You proceed to run the children through a series of drills. On each drill,
you select the two or three children who were superior and two or three who
did not perform as well. After an hour of intensive drills, three-on-three “shoot-
outs,” and races, your roster becomes increasingly clear. Three of the children
are clearly not at the same level. They should be moved to a less competitive
league. Two additional children were close, but did not perform well on sev-
eral of the drills.

Now comes the tough part. You make out your team list. You gather the
children together in a huddle and thank them for their effort. You tell them
that you are proud of everyone and that it takes a lot of guts to try out for com-
petition soccer. You then read the names of the children who made the team.
Fifteen children are elated. Five of the children look quite dejected, though
they keep a “stiff upper lip.” Luckily, they have kind and supportive parents
who bolster their children. As you begin to gather the equipment and jerseys,
one of the children who was cut approaches you with a dejected look. This
was one of the two children who were close to making the team. She gets your
attention and says in a quivery voice, “Coach, why was I cut? What can I do
to play next year?” You desperately want to make this child feel better. You
look at your notes. There was one drill where the child’s name was jotted
down as superior but two other drills where the child did not perform well.
What’s the most constructive answer?

If you tell the child about what was done well, that makes her feel good,
but starts her wondering even more, “Why was I cut?” The typical recom-
mendation from most people on how best to approach this situation is to start
with the positive, but then help the child understand that your decision was
justified because of some failing on the child’s part. Many coaches would
describe the child’s performance on the two drills where her performance was
low. That will enable the child to understand that your decision was fair. A
good way to close the conversation would be to say something like, “You are
almost there, if you keep practicing I think that you will be playing competi-
tion soccer next year for sure.”

As the child walks away and takes that long drive home with her parents,
she will probably keep asking herself the question, “Why was I cut?” To which
she will answer, “Because I blew it on two drills.” In other words, failures come
because of mistakes. But what would have happened if this child had been
an extremely accurate kicker, or had been extremely good at playing goalie?
Would the mistakes on the two drills have been irrelevant?
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The reality of this situation is that the child was cut because there were
no outstanding strengths, and above that, her performance was poor on two
drills. Which of those is more important? We think most coaches would
overlook flaws on two drills if they saw tenacious determination and com-
petitive spirit or if they saw strong kicking ability or skill at playing goalie.
The question here is not only what to tell the child about why she was not
chosen this year, but more important, what to tell her about how best to pre-
pare for next year.

Our belief is that emphasizing the child’s weak performance on two drills
is the wrong message. It would be far better to acknowledge that as of now
you did not see important strengths, and that is what this child should work
on in preparing for next year. What a terrible year it will be for her if her entire
focus is on “not messing up on the drill.” How much better it will be if her
focus is on getting really good at some specific skills that make players valu-
able to the team. Most coaches are looking for raw talent and believe they can
teach children to correct mistakes.

As they think about this short scenario, most people can replay several real-
life situations about themselves that are very similar. Through this reinforce-
ment and conditioning, people have come to the common belief that it is
their mistakes, weaknesses, and poor performance on tasks that keep them
from being successful.

In our research, we have found that leaders with very negative ratings on
competencies were perceived less positively overall. We call these issues fatal
flaws. Fatal flaws need to be corrected. There is, however, a significant dif-
ference between fatal flaws and areas that are slightly less positive than oth-
ers. Let us call these rough edges. A person performs at an adequate level. For
many leaders, we have noted their tendency to focus their efforts for improve-
ment on rough edges, using the same logic as if it were a fatal flaw. Most peo-
ple believe that lower-scoring competencies tend to hurt more than profound
strengths help.

Look at Figure 6-2. Who do you believe would be perceived as being more
effective as a leader? Surprisingly, in our research with more than 8,000 lead-
ers, Person B was perceived to be more effective.

Most people are more concerned with eliminating any perceptions of
weakness than they are focused on developing strengths. This approach is
reinforced by organizational practices that punish people for either weak-
nesses or rough edges but frequently fail to encourage people to develop
strengths.
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Rethinking the Personal Development Plan
Look back at Figure 6-1. Let’s reconsider the best development plan for this
individual. Rather than drilling into the less positive scores and attempting to
elevate them to a higher level, we strongly contend that this person would be
far better off selecting one to three of the higher scores and striving to push
them to the highest quartile. Doing that will propel this person’s career for-
ward far more sure-footedly and rapidly than trying to fix the lower scores.

What Is a Strength?
A strength is something we do well. The question is how well. Many man-
agers seem satisfied when the results of a 360-degree assessment show slightly
above-average scores on all competencies. But that same person would be
highly disappointed if their child came home from school with all C�’s on
his report card.

A strength is also something that is used in a wide variety of situations and
possesses an enduring effect. It lasts over time. We associate good outcomes
with strengths. There is something inherently valuable about those qualities
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we deem strengths. The use of a strength does not detract from or diminish
another strength.

Strengths are generally the outcome of some extremely natural ability with
which a person is endowed, or they are the result of intensive practice and
effort. Our society reveres the classic strengths, and thus there are proverbs
and parables that support such strengths.

Our research led us to define 16 differentiating strengths or competencies
that are described earlier in the book. As a reminder, these include qualities
such as:

1. possessing high character
2. technical competence
3. problem solving skills
4. initiative
5. focus on results
6. collaboration and teamwork
7. communicating powerfully and prolifically and nine others.

In our research, we found a dramatic effect that strengths could have on
the overall perception of a leader’s effectiveness. That effect was present only
when a competency stood out. Leaders with a variety of competencies that
were positive but with none that stood out did not show that same impact on
overall leadership effectiveness.

In a relative sense, we have defined strengths in most of our studies on lead-
ership as a skill or competency at the 90th percentile. In an absolute sense,
we define a strength as a 4.5 or higher rating on a 5-point scale. This rating
requires at least 50 percent of the responders to mark the most positive
response and the others to mark the next most positive response. If any lower
evaluations are given, a majority of the responses on a 5-point scale need to
be the most positive response.

Strengths are deeply rooted and are exhibited in differing situations over
long periods of time. They consistently produce positive outcomes, but in those
rare cases when there is not an immediate result, the strength is still valued.

Impact of Strengths
To understand the impact of strengths and weaknesses on overall leadership
effectiveness, we researched results of assessments from 2,000 leaders and 
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followed that with a second study of more than 6,000 leaders. The results of
the two studies were remarkably consistent.

When asked, “What would you guess the overall effectiveness percentile
would be for people with no strengths?” most people indicated they thought
it would be approximately the 50th percentile. Figure 6-3 shows the results.

In our studies, leaders who had no perceived strengths were, on average,
rated at the 34th percentile. Possessing no strengths plunges you to the bot-
tom third in terms of perceived overall leadership effectiveness.

Why were leaders with no area of strength perceived on average to be in
the bottom third for overall leadership effectiveness? They lack a redeeming
quality, skill, or ability. They may not be ineffective at anything, but they also
are not terribly effective at anything.

Figure 6-4 shows the results for leaders with one strength. It is impressive
that leaders with one strength move from on average the 34th percentile to
the 64th percentile. Imagine, a 30 percent increase just for possessing one
strength! This shows the powerful influence of being good at any one com-
petency. Consider a hypothetical situation where you are asked to choose
between hiring two employee candidates. Candidate A has no areas of weak-
ness but nothing stands out as a strength. Candidate B has a few minor 
weaknesses but a profound strength in an area critical to accomplishing the
job. Whom do you hire? Most people admit that the candidate with the
strength would most likely be more successful. The data in our studies clearly

Great Leaders Possess Multiple Strengths • 139

100

80

60

40

20

0

34

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Number of Strengths 

A
ve

ra
ge

 P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

Figure 6-3 Average Percentile Score with 0 Strengths



demonstrate the profound influence of having one thing that you do extraor-
dinarily well. This is also consistent with the research about leaders presented
in Figure 6-2.

Figure 6-5 shows the influence of having multiple strengths. Note that the
results in Figure 6-5 show that leaders with three strengths are at the 81st 
percentile on average.

140 • The Extraordinary Leader

100

80

64

60

40

20

0

34

0 1 2 3 4 5

Number of Strengths 

A
ve

ra
ge

 P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

Figure 6-4 Average Percentile Score with 1 Strengths

100

80

60

40

20

0

34

0

64

1

72

2

81

3

89

4

91

5
Number of Strengths

A
ve

ra
ge

 P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

Figure 6-5 Average Percentile with up to 5 Strengths



Leaders with five strengths are at the 91st percentile. When we have 
challenged leaders to move from the 50th percentile to the 90th percentile,
their response was most often that it seemed impossible. Their perception was
that they needed to be perfect in almost every competency in order to be at
the 90th percentile. That clearly is not so, but it is a hard concept for many
to absorb. To be at the 90th percentile simply required a leader to be highly
skilled at five competencies! This seems achievable to most aspiring leaders.

For example, we have been working with a large financial services company
and determined that in one large group, of the 150 most senior executives,
one-third of them had six or more competencies at the 90th percentile. That
was the good news. On the other hand, 46% of them had no competency at
the 90th percentile. This provided a huge opportunity for development within
this executive team.

After presenting this research at a conference one of the conference 
participants asked the following question: “What is the most significant find-
ing from your research?” The answer given was a bit academic, carefully
including many of the various insights covered in this book. The participant’s
response was, “No, that stuff is all important, but the thing that is most impres-
sive is your research on the impact of strengths on overall effectiveness.” The
participant went on to explain his answer: “When I saw the research that
showed the impact leaders can have on bottom-line results I was both
impressed and depressed—impressed that the impact occurs and depressed
because I thought there was no way to develop those kinds of leaders. Those
leaders are born, not made. Then you showed me the strength research.
When you understand the key to being at the 80th percentile is having three
strengths, it seems possible. Developing four strengths also seems possible for
a large number of our people. It also seems clear to me that our managers
have invested all their energy in trying to fix a nit here and there rather than
concentrating on developing three strengths.”

How Much Should I Bite Off?
If a person has a strategy for personal improvement that relies on incremental
improvement of weak areas and moving all competencies to higher and
higher levels, this seems like an overwhelming, maybe impossible task. Our
research indicates that people can only be successful at change if they focus
efforts on change in a few areas. We recommend a maximum of three areas
of improvement at any one time. Ideally, people would work on building one
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strength at a time, make progress that is observable by others, and then move
on to the next opportunity.

Sometimes leaders want to fix something that is very specific and relatively
easy to correct. For example, a leader received feedback about his lack of
respect for other people’s time when he came late to meetings and had the
entire group wait while he was briefed on what had happened prior to his
arrival. He also wanted to work on becoming more inspirational and motiva-
tional. We observed that there are little things and big things. Being on time
to meetings is quite easy to fix if you are serious about it. Becoming more
inspirational is more complex and a far bigger issue.

Can Strengths Be Pushed Too Far?
There is a commonly held belief that strengths carried too far become a 
weakness. Kaplan and Kaiser expressed this viewpoint in their article titled,
“Stop Overdoing Your Strenghts”3 They divided leadership behavior into two
categories. They label these behaviors as being “forceful” versus “enabling”
and have defined those two categories as strengths.” They observe that if a
leader overuses what they have labeled a “strength” by being constantly direc-
tive, always taking charge, making every decision and pushing people; the
leader’s effectiveness diminishes.

That conclusion is one most would accept. However, these behaviors do
not fit the usual definition of strengths. Earlier in this chapter we gave our def-
inition. We see being forceful or enabling as behavioral tactics, not strengths.
They are not valued in their own right. Using one invariably diminishes the
other. Neither one is revered for its inherently good qualities. No proverbs and
parables support them. Our conception of strengths is very different.

As we review our list of 16 potential strengths, we can not envision a
situation where doing less of any one of them would be better than doing
more. Can someone be too honest or too skilled at solving problems? Can a
person be too technically competent or excessively innovative? In all of our
data analysis, we found no evidence that extremely high scores ever had
negative consequences.

Different Way to Optimize Strengths
Kaplan and Kaiser suggest that backing off strengths is the right solution. The
person seen as “too forceful” should be more moderate. The “too enabling”
person should be less empowering or less sensitive to others.
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Balance is important, but our remedies for getting balance differ. For 
example, our data clearly shows that a leader who gets extremely high scores
on “drive for results” will be more effective if those scores are balanced with
high scores on interpersonal relationships. We frequently coach leaders who
have extremely high scores on driving for results. They often catch flack from
colleagues about the impact they are having on the organization. But asking
this leader to ratchet down a passion for results is not the best advice. That is
probably a big part of what got this leader into his or her current position. Our
recommendation is to hang tight on high standards and lofty expectations;
but balance it with a greater emphasis on “people” skills.

In short, we find no evidence that what we and others have identified as
strengths can ever be overdone. Therefore, we can’t envision a time when we
would advise a leader to tone down one of their strengths.

Powerful Combinations
Brett Savage, a long-time colleague, told the secret of his success playing high
school football. Brett was 6 feet 4 inches tall, fairly slender, and a strong run-
ner. Brett’s physical appearance was more like that of a basketball player than
a football player. But Brett had another talent: he could catch anything thrown
anywhere close to him. At 6 feet 4 inches, Brett towered over the defensive
backs who attempted to cover him. His success in football came from a sim-
ple play. Brett played the end position. He would sprint out for a pass, get to
his predetermined destination, and the quarterback would throw the pass
high. Brett would jump to catch the pass, but no defender could come close
to the ball, because the defenders could not touch him while the pass was
being thrown without drawing a penalty. There was little they could do but
wait for him to catch the ball, and then they would tackle him. The strategy
was flawless, and as Brett explained his success he said, “The combination of
height and good hands was powerful.”

When considering strengths and the impact of combinations of strengths
on leadership, we were interested to see if the most effective leaders had con-
sistent combinations of competencies. To research this (Figure 6-6), we exam-
ined leaders who had very good skills at building relationships (e.g., this
competency in the top quartile) but were not rated positively in terms of drive
for results. Of these leaders, only 12 percent were at the 90th percentile in
terms of their overall leadership effectiveness. Next, we looked at leaders who
were in the top quartile on drive for results but were not at the top quartile on
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relationship building skills. In this case, 14 percent of these leaders were at
the 90th percentile in terms of their overall leadership effectiveness. We then
studied those leaders who were in the top quartile for both drive for results
and building relationships. In this case, 72 percent were at the 90th percentile
in terms of their overall leadership effectiveness. Clearly, this is a powerful
combination. Both skills are valuable and lead to success, but the combina-
tion of being very good at both skills substantially increased the probability of
overall effectiveness.

This research led us to the conclusion that it is not strengths that hurt a
person’s effectiveness, but rather strengths standing alone without counter-
balance. That is what creates the perception of a strength pushed too far
becoming a weakness. The more we researched this phenomenon the more
it became clear that this powerful interaction effect is created because a per-
son’s ability to do one competency well improves the other competency.
Think of a person who is very driven to achieve results. Having a strength in
building relationships improves trust and the sense that the leader does not
just care about the results, they care about each member of the team. Another
person may be very effective at building relationships. Having a strength in
driving for results helps them to deliver on their promises.
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Powerful combinations do not require that people back off one 
competency in order to do another well. The secret to building success as 
a leader is to be excellent at powerful combinations of skills. We have found
that there are many such powerful combinations. The more differentiated the
combination, the more potentially powerful is the combination.

The effect of powerful combinations is to erect and lengthen the tent 
poles that lift the overall leadership tent to new heights. Powerful combina-
tions also demonstrate the interconnections between all of the different 
competencies.

The Halo Effect
As we noted in Chapter 4, a halo effect occurs when our perceptions of 
others are distorted either positively or negatively. After studying results from
thousands of leaders, it became evident that strong positive and negative halo
effects occur. Results for the best leaders showed that the perceptions of oth-
ers rated almost all competencies at the 90th percentile (they can do no
wrong). Results for the worst performers showed that the perceptions of oth-
ers rated almost all competencies at the 10th percentile (they can do no right).
We have come to believe that both are a distortion. When leaders perform
extraordinarily well on a few behaviors, they begin to be viewed in a very pos-
itive light, and others’ impressions of them on other competencies tend to be
distorted in a positive direction. The opposite effect seems to occur for those
with a few profound weaknesses. Consider our day-to-day experience with
people who have achieved some measure of fame. How many times have you
been disappointed to hear a speech by a star athlete? Why did you believe that
he would have something insightful or even interesting to say? Just because a
person performs an athletic feat well does not mean that he has the ability to
speak, write, or communicate well. The notion of product endorsement by
famous people provides validation for the impact of the halo effect. Having a
famous person endorse a product creates more sales of that product. This is
the direct impact of the halo effect. We see the effect on the negative side
when we demonize people who have made serious mistakes.

The halo effect is very real, and everyone has experienced its impact. The
important issue for leaders is to get this effect to work for you rather than
against you. We believe the key to getting the halo effect to work for you is to
build up a few profound strengths.
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L. A. Festinger wrote a book called The Theory of Cognitive Dissonance.4

In the book, he describes the idea that people have a different set of beliefs or
knowledge elements to which they hold. A belief might be as simple a thought
as “I like ice cream,” or “My manager is a terrible leader.” Dissonance is 
created when there is psychological conflict between different beliefs (i.e.,
“My manager is a terrible leader” and “My manager is very good at solving
complex and difficult problems”). Through hundreds of experiments,
Festinger and other researchers have demonstrated that when dissonance
occurs, people will do whatever is necessary to reduce the dissonance. When
leaders improve their abilities on a few competencies, this can create dissonance
in the minds of others. People ask themselves, “How can this leader be so effec-
tive on some things but less effective on others?” The tendency is for others to
close the gap on the dissonance, and typically this involves a positive halo
effect for leaders who develop extraordinary strengths.

The implication of the halo effect is that when strengths are pushed to
higher levels, the halo effect tends to push up competencies that are not as
positive. This creates a fairly level profile. For those who worry that they need
to improve on their weaknesses because that is what their manager will focus
on in performance discussions, the halo effect can help them. Rather than
trying to incrementally improve a few less positive issues, focusing efforts on
substantial improvement in a few key strengths will create a positive halo
effect in the way a person’s manager perceives him. A few less positive issues
fail to show up because of the presence of a few profound strengths. Most
managers focus on less positive issues when they fail to see any real strengths
that draw their attention. The extraordinary strengths are the keys to guaran-
teeing promotions, bonuses, stock options, and high performance appraisals
for two reasons. First, those strengths help to produce tangible results. Second,
they create a powerful “halo” that settles in around the person.

Focusing on Strengths Transforms a 
Leader’s View of Subordinates
A client from a telecommunications company shared the following story with
us. It illustrates the power of focusing on strengths as a way to change basic
boss-subordinate dynamics. This person was an assistant vice president in the
compliance arena of the organization. She wrote:

A manager on my team had been struggling with her performance. I had initiated

several coaching sessions with her. The focus of the sessions previously were the
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areas where I felt she was weak and together we developed strategies for her to

improve. After a year of seeing very little improvement, I felt I had no choice but

to sit her down and tell her that she needed to seek a position elsewhere as she was

just not making it on my team. I went as far as to consult with human resources to

try to get her placed outside my group.

Unrelated and purely by coincidence, someone told me about your book The

Extraordinary Leader. I bought the book and read it cover to cover. I was intrigued

by the idea of focusing on a person’s strengths as a way to become a more effective

leader. While my intent in reading the book was self-development, I could not

help but wonder what effect it might have if I went beyond focusing on my own

strengths and focused on the strengths of this subordinate manager. I began

looking for the things that she did well and began to acknowledge her for those

behaviors and assign her projects that utilized those skills. Within a few months I

noticed an incredible turnaround in her performance. Not only did she help the

team by taking on the projects that played to her strengths, it created a “halo

effect” and I began to see improvement in some of the areas that I had previously

identified as being “weak.”

Previously I had coached her several times about not communicating with me

about issues she was working on—by focusing and assigning her projects that

aligned with her strength, which was her ability to gain consensus on difficult

issues, she began to send me unsolicited e-mails weekly recapping her activities

that week. I also noticed by focusing on her strengths I began to change my view

of her and began to see other strengths that had previously gone unnoticed.

Thank you for educating me about this very powerful tool. It goes beyond

positive reinforcement. It caused a shift in my management style, which has

allowed me to better utilize the skills on my team, and as a result, the entire team

is now more productive.
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7

FATAL FLAWS 
MUST BE FIXED

The bearded lady at the circus said, “Everybody’s got something wrong with
them. With me, you can tell what it is.”

—Richard Needham

Maturity is coming to terms with that other part of yourself.

—Ruth Tiffany Barnhouse

Magnifying strengths to the fullest has been one of the main messages 
thus far. In doing so, we may have implied that weaknesses should never 
be the focus of a personal development plan. If that is the case, it should 
be corrected. In many cases, focus on a weakness is absolutely the correct
thing to do.

A Natural Place to Begin
As we have already observed, people challenged to improve their leadership
effectiveness or, for that matter, effectiveness at almost anything have an amaz-
ingly similar plan for improvement.

● Step 1: Assess areas of strength and weakness. Being really good or
even moderately good at something means you don’t have to worry
about it, so immediately look at your low scores.
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● Step 2: Decide which weakness is most significant, usually because it
has the lowest score.

● Step 3: Develop some plan of action to fix the weakness.

In fact, in some cases, working on a weakness is the best approach to improv-
ing. Those cases involve a category of attributes that we will call fatal flaws. For
example, while looking at a dataset of 11,129 leaders who were assessed on the
16 differentiating competencies we found that 30% of the leaders had one or
more potential fatal flaws. We defined a potential fatal flaw as a competency
at the 10th percentile. When we looked at the impact of fatal flaws we found
that those with one or more potential fatal flaws as a group on average scored
at the 18th percentile in terms of overall leadership effectiveness. Leaders with
just one potential fatal flaw scored at the 37th percentile, those with two at the
27th and those with three at the 22nd percentile. Weaknesses have a dramatic
negative impact on perceptions of overall leadership effectiveness.

Fatal Flaw Profile
Suppose that the profile in Figure 7-1 was an assessment of your leadership
effectiveness as reported by your subordinates. The profile shows their per-
ceptions of your effectiveness on a variety of leadership competencies, A
through P. The longer the bar, the greater your perceived effectiveness.

Competency J is perceived by others as an area of significant weakness, and
for the sake of illustration, suppose item J is “Capable of learning from
mistakes.” An extremely low score on this dimension is a fatal flaw. In our
research, we found that people with this profile, if they improve their behav-
ior on item J, will experience a dramatic improvement overall in the way their
subordinates perceive them. That improvement lifts everything with it. If the
fatal flaw is not corrected, it will act as a drag on the overall perception of lead-
ership effectiveness. It is impossible to prove, of course, but we believe that
even one extremely low score has a negative halo effect. The extremely poor
performance in the one competency drags down the perceptions on all other
competencies.

Frederick was the director of research for an international pharmaceutical
company. A brilliant chemist, he towered over others in his grasp of the tech-
nical aspects of the research process. But his personal manner was curt and
abrupt. He cut people off in meetings. He rejected suggestions or ideas for
procedures that were not his own.
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The other disciplines of molecular biology, pharmaceutical science, and
clinical medicine felt that he failed to listen to their input. After extensive
feedback from other people and through surveys, Frederick began to change
the way he treated others. Making changes in this one specific arena caused
his overall ratings to escalate to much higher levels. Conclusion: If you have
a fatal flaw—fix it.

Frequency of Fatal Flaws and Strengths
In our research we discovered that nearly all leaders fall neatly and rather
equally into one of three categories. As noted earlier, we defined a flaw as
something at or below the 10th percentile and a strength as something at the
90th percentile and above, then the pattern we discovered is that nearly all
leaders are in one of three categories:

1. those who possess one or more flaws.
2. those who have neither flaws nor strengths.
3. those who possess one or more strengths.
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This means that roughly one third of all leaders possess a weakness.
Whether that weakness rises to the level of fatal flaw depends on how impor-
tant it is in the leader’s current job. (Only two percent of leaders have both
flaws and strengths.)

Finding the Most Common Fatal Flaws
To understand what might cause people to fail, we analyzed results from two
studies that used totally different approaches. In our first study, we collected
360-degree feedback data on more than 450 executives. Three years after that
data was collected, we found that 31 of the executives had seriously derailed
to the point that they were asked to leave the company. We compared the
results of the 31 failed leaders with the remainder of the data set to under-
stand if there were early identifying signals that predicted their lack of 
success. Indeed, a clear set of factors emerged.

In the second study, we analyzed the 360-degree feedback data from more
than 11,000 leaders and identified the bottom 10% and the bottom 1% of
those leaders. We then looked for the largest differences between those who
were perceived to be less effective and average leaders and another compari-
son with those at the 90th percentile or higher. Looking at the results of both
studies, we found highly consistent themes. By combining the conclusions
from these two studies, we were able to identify 10 fatal flaws that consistently
contribute to a leader’s failure.

Multiple Flaws
As we have worked with leaders over the years, we have found that while any
single behavior can be fatal, some are more common than others. The pur-
pose of this research was to identify those that were most common and notice-
able. It appears they travel in groups of three or four. One problem usually
creates other problems, causing many of the behaviors to appear to be linked.

Ten Fatal Flaws That Consistently Lead to 
Failure in Leadership
1. Not inspiring due to a lack of energy and enthusiasm
The most noticeable difference in leaders that failed was their lack of energy
and enthusiasm. One leader was described as “having the ability to suck all
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the energy out of any room.” We all have periods of time when our energy is
low and we are dragging, but their energy level stays low. Many were delib-
erately unenthusiastic and passive. Their lack of energy caused them to per-
ceive any additional assignment or initiative as a huge burden.

Visualize a person that is floating on the sea with a life preserver that barely
keeps his or her head out of the water. New initiatives, challenges, and
changes are all like lead weights that drag the person underwater. Naturally,
this person resists new and challenging assignments. The leader’s lack of
energy affects the whole team, including the boss and peers. This leader
pushes hard for consistency, regularity, and conformity, which in the right cir-
cumstances can be good things. However, the leader’s motive is to ensure not
being overwhelmed or overburdened. Because such leaders fear having too
much to do or being overwhelmed, they never volunteer and rarely make sug-
gestions for change.

2. Accepting mediocre performance in place of excellent results
This is the most visible and easily noticed failure that has a high pro-
bability of leading to termination. When leaders fail to achieve agreed upon
results, there is a high probability that an unpleasant conversation will 
follow. Every leader is clear about this, but what many leaders are not as
clear about is their tolerance of mediocre performance. Some leaders find
a way to sandbag their goals and targets, convincing their boss to agree to
minimal expectations, to ensure they will be achieved. They justify this by
repeating the phrase, “I believe in ‘underpromising and overdelivering’!”
These leaders have convinced themselves that their mediocre performance
is completely acceptable and hence never look for opportunities to
improve.

3. Lack of clear vision and direction
Some leaders believe that their job is merely to execute the objectives of their
organization and let other people deal with strategy, vision, and direction.
They argue that their direct reports have all the necessary information to be
fully productive. People know what to do and when to do it, they don’t need
to know why it’s being done. But this leader fails to understand that subordi-
nates, while not needing to know, want to know why something is required
and how their work contributes to the success of the organization.

Much like a hiker who cautiously stays on the trail, everything is fine until
there is a fork in the trail. Without a clear picture and insight into where the
hike is going, the probability of success is reduced at each juncture.
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Failure in this arena appears to have two components. It begins with the
leader’s murky view of the future and precisely what direction to take. It is
compounded by the leader’s unwillingness to take the time to communicate.

4. Loss of trust stemming from perceived bad judgment and poor decisions
When leaders lose the trust of others, it becomes difficult for them to succeed.
Loss of trust occurs several different ways. People begin to distrust a leader
because of poor decisions. They also lose trust because promises made are not
kept. Often they feel that they were taken advantage of and misused.

Galford and Drapeau created a powerful formula to describe trust that
states1

This formula expands the elements of trust and helps to explain why trust
is so easily eroded. Credibility describes the degree to which people believe
their leader to be technically competent and to have adequate knowledge about
an issue. Reliability describes the consistency and predictability displayed by
the leader. Intimacy defines the warmth and closeness of the relationship.
(Trust diminishes when subordinates feel an icy, distant aura around the
leader.) Finally, the formula suggests that the three main components all get
divided by the self-interest displayed by the leader. If decisions are made for
personal gain and glory, not the organization’s welfare, then trust plummets.

5. Not a collaborative, team player
Many of the leaders who derailed had a difficult time cooperating with other
leaders. They viewed work as a competition and other leaders as opponents.
Rather than developing positive relationships with peers, they avoided them
and looked for ways to act independently. Their lack of collaboration caused
them to be set adrift without the help or insights of others.

Virtually every study that has been conducted on the impact of competi-
tion versus collaboration has shown that competition loses. Why? Success in
today’s world demands the sharing of information and resources. Competi-
tion erodes and finally destroys that. Competition breeds suspicion and hos-
tility that in turn actively discourage any sharing of information and resources.
Furthermore, trying to do well for the overall organization and trying to beat
an internal competitor are two totally different objectives. Both cannot be met
at the same time.2

Trust = Credibility � Reliability � Intimacy
Self-interest
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6. Not a good role model (failure to walk the talk)
A highly predictable path to failure is to behave in ways that are clearly oppo-
site to the values and culture of the organization. Unfortunately, examples
of this abound. The leader announces that everyone needs to control
expenses and then proceeds to book the most expensive hotels and eat in the
highest priced restaurants. Or the leader publicly declares that people are
the most valuable asset and deserve to be treated with the greatest respect,
and then proceeds to publicly berate a secretary to the point of tears. Beyond
that, this is the leader who never thanks people for their contributions and
hard work.

As a rule, organizations tend to choose as their leader a person who per-
sonifies the values of the organization. The leader of a street gang is chosen
for being tough, fearless, and combative. The leaders of religious orders are
chosen because they represent the values of the order—selflessness, compas-
sion, service, and introspection. Similarly, we expect the leader of a business
or public agency to represent the values it proclaims. When leaders fail to do
that, this ultimately leads to their downfall.

7. No self-development and learning from mistakes
There is an extremely interesting body of research on derailed executives.
Morgan McCall, Jr., and Michael Lombardo have written extensively 
regarding executives who were expected to go all the way to the top of their 
organizations, but who got derailed. These researchers compared those who
were derailed with those whose careers took them to senior positions in their
firms. Their findings contain some extremely valuable lessons. Derailed exec-
utives made about the same number of mistakes as did those whose careers
continued onward and upward, but derailed executives did not use setbacks
or failure as a learning experience. They hid their mistakes from others, not
alerting colleagues to the consequences of how their mistake would affect the
colleagues’ activities. They did not take immediate steps to rectify what they
had done. Finally, they tended to brood about the mistake, constantly reliv-
ing it for years afterward.3

Those whose careers continued to soar did exactly the opposite. They read-
ily acknowledged what happened to those about them, alerted colleagues to
the potential consequences, did their best to fix it, and then proceeded to for-
get about it and move on in their careers. Our research confirms that the
inability to learn from mistakes is a major cause of failure. We can only 
speculate about the reasons for this. Is failure to learn from mistakes a 
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symptom of not being willing or able to face reality because it is painful? Or
is it symptomatic of arrogance and unwillingness to move across the emo-
tional hurdle to accept the fact that “I” did something wrong? Or do these
people genuinely not recognize the serious consequences of what they have
done? (“That problem I had was no big deal. It doesn’t really matter.”) Or is
it because they have never learned the skill of objectively analyzing their own
behavior?

We know the reasons differ among people, but little research has been done
on why some people learn from past experience, whereas others seem des-
tined to repeat the same mistake over and over.

An executive with a brilliant mind and many accomplishments had one
fatal flaw. He made quick decisions about people, dismissing some as being
incompetent after a 20-minute interview.

Others were tagged as his “A” team because of one thing they had done or
said. No amount of subsequent disconfirming information would change his
mind. He selected one executive as his vice president of finance. Countless
people in the organization warned the CEO of this person’s reputation for
backstabbing and sinister political behavior. Worse yet, this behavior was
exactly the opposite of the culture the CEO was espousing that he wanted to
create—a culture of openness, innovation, and trust. The pattern of hasty pro-
motion decisions continued to other key appointments, with one mistake after
another. Finally, the vice president of finance was successful in ousting the
CEO, through an end run to the board. Several people commented, “We tried
to tell him, but he would not listen.”

8. Lacking interpersonal skills
This failure comes from two sources: sins of commission and sins of omission.

Sins of Commission. When leaders are abrasive, insensitive, browbeating,
cold, arrogant, and bullying, this is a sure pattern that leads to failure in today’s
world. That behavior was tolerated 50 years ago, but less often today. This
cluster of behaviors, clearly interpersonal ineptness, is a major factor in the
downfall of leaders. In the Human Resources profession there has been the
saying, “We hire people for their technical competence and fire them for their
interpersonal incompetence.” No amount of other talent and ability is capa-
ble of surmounting this deficiency. No combination of intelligence, hard
work, business acumen, and administrative skills covers over this lack of inter-
personal skills. Being interpersonally bungling and ham-handed inevitably
sinks leaders.
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Sins of Omission. We are often stunned to see the number of people in
middle-management positions in organizations who lack the most rudimen-
tary of social skills. These basic human skills include:

● When you talk with people, look them in the eye.
● Learn and use people’s names.
● When talking with people, say or do things that let the other person

know you are listening and understanding.
● Do not dominate the conversation and take all the “air time.”
● Sincerely inquire about others’ ideas and activities.
● Laugh at others’ jokes and attempts at humor.
● Praise others’ hard work and efforts in furthering a good cause.
● Smile when meeting and greeting other people.

Many aspiring leaders fail to use these extremely fundamental interpersonal
skills. Furthermore, these skills become the basic platform for the skills of
leading group discussions designed to identify and resolve problems, giving
and receiving feedback, coaching, making powerful presentations, and run-
ning effective work-team meetings.

9. Resistant to new ideas, thus did not lead change or innovate
This cause of failure comes from rejecting suggestions from subordinates or
peers, insisting on doing things the same old way, and being generally closed
to new thinking. This is a major turnoff for subordinates. It produces two 
negative consequences.

One is the impact on subordinates. People feel ignored, their ideas unap-
preciated, and their contribution undervalued. This unwillingness to consider
new ideas also creates a stultifying climate of stagnation. People’s develop-
ment is seriously curtailed. Morale degenerates, and turnover escalates.

A second consequence is that good ideas and solutions fail to get imple-
mented. The organization becomes stuck. Because good ideas are squelched,
people stop thinking about better ways to do things. The organization misses
out on improvements that come from accepting new ideas from multiple
sources. The total quality movement verified that the best ideas for process
improvements came from the people who were working directly in that arena,
not from outside experts.

Many consulting firms have developed a successful practice by inter-
viewing employees and seeking their opinions about the serious issues the
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organization faces and what they would recommend as solutions. These
ideas are then combined, bound into an expensive leather-bound report,
presented to upper management, and the consulting firm then presents 
a hefty bill to the company for its services. The fact of the matter is that the
employees would have been willing to tell the executives exactly the same
things had they been asked. In fact, according to many we talk with, they
have usually tried to pass on those messages, but no one was listening. 
Companies could improve the level of commitment of their workforce, get
excellent ideas for improvement, and save a good deal of money if they
would seek answers from their own people. Not doing so is a fatal flaw 
of leadership.

Many of us have worked for leaders whose automatic response to every idea
or suggestion was a negative one. One company describes these people as
their “abominable ‘no’ men.” It is impossible to calculate the damage such a
person does inside an organization, measured either in the number of good
ideas that get permanently squelched or by the number of talented people
who permanently exit the organization, completely turned off by this leader’s
behavior.

The one thing worse than a leader who constantly says “No” is the leader
who pretends to listen and then does nothing about it. Pretending to listen
raises the hopes of the employee, and these hopes are dashed when no action
is taken. Leaders are often beset by twin demons—arrogance and compla-
cency. The belief that your ideas are superior to everyone else’s is an ultimate
expression of arrogance. Unwillingness to listen to others’ ideas and experi-
ment with them is a further expression of arrogance. These leaders feel threat-
ened by good ideas coming from others. Maybe they grew up with the
mistaken assumption that because you have a formal title or role as the man-
ager or director, it means you should have answers to all problems and that
ideas for changes should all emanate from you.

Ralph was a senior executive in the research division of a semiconductor
company. When anyone had an idea that was revolutionary or outside the
normal way of doing things, they would go see Ralph. We asked why he
thought that was the case, and he was exceedingly clear about the reasons. “I
don’t ever discourage a new idea. Ideas are tender and need to be nourished.
So I ask lots of questions and give the person encouragement to pursue it,
unless I’m positive it won’t work. If I have the slightest belief it could succeed,
I am enthusiastic about it. Over the years, that’s paid off in some remarkable
advancements.”
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10. Focus is on self, not on the development of others
In addition to being highly self-centered, these leaders perceive the develop-
ment of their subordinates as an optional activity. It is “nice, when and if I
have some time” but not a central part of their job. They assume that not
spending time on the development of their direct reports does not and should
not impact their own personal effectiveness.

The evidence, however, is very clear that those leaders who were not con-
cerned about helping their direct reports develop and were not seen as
coaches or mentors were more likely to fail. Clearly, they were primarily
focused on themselves and were not concerned for the longer-term success
of their employees, their department or the organization.

What we know about leaders who are good at developing their direct
reports is that they are able to generate a great deal of commitment and
engagement by encouraging and supporting the development of others. The
increased engagement typically raises the performance of the group. Build-
ing the capabilities of others also often allows leaders the opportunity to del-
egate challenging assignments. This provides the leader greater latitude to
spend more time managing and leading the group. When people are learn-
ing and growing in their jobs, they feel positively about their work and their
leader. Often, leaders who fail to focus on the development of their direct
reports are primarily focused on their own career and their own success. They
may even stoop to take credit for the accomplishments of their team. The dis-
engagement of the team and lack of motivation by team members makes
achieving difficult targets almost impossible.

What Fatal Flaws Have in Common
As we study these 10 patterns of behavior, three things stand out.

First, each is extremely obvious. They are observable by anyone with 
even the most casual of connections to the leader in question. Everyone close
to these leadership behaviors feels their impact (or in many cases, their 
lack of impact). No one is immune. They have a huge influence on the 
organization, because the leader has an enormous “ripple” effect in the 
organization.

Second, these fatal flaws tend to be mostly “sins of omission.” Each case is
marked primarily by an inability to do something. It is defined by failure to
initiate activities, not discovering the causes of failure, ignoring obvious 
needs, not reaching out, not taking initiative, not seeking out new ideas, not
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connecting with people, and not exerting energy to make things happen. It
could be summed up as complacency and general apathy. These are the
people who are perceived as lukewarm and “blah” because they are not effec-
tive in making things happen.

Third, the fatal flaws are not intellectual deficiencies, but much more on
the “emotional intelligence” or interpersonal side of the equation. These flaws
arise from emotional and behavioral dimensions and seldom from a dirth of
knowledge or technical incompetence. The person with these fatal flaws basi-
cally lacks the ability or discipline to initiate or get things going. In nearly
every case, a serious effort to remedy that deficiency would result in some 
significant changes for the better.

One of the authors worked with a vice president of administration who had
been responsible for all maintenance, new construction, personnel, public
relations, and purchasing. He was a tyrannical leader and lacked effective
interpersonal skills. His were the only “good ideas,” and no one made sug-
gestions for improvements because they were certain they would be “shot
down.” People inside his areas often talked about “Don’t rock the boat.” The
result was the lack of any new initiatives.

One fascinating but tragic consequence was the devastating impact this
person had on each of five subordinates. None was ever promoted. They had
been so smothered by his leadership that they became incapable of taking ini-
tiative or embracing new ideas from other sources.

After the termination of the vice president and despite a new leader with
a totally different approach, over the next two years each of the directors who
reported to him ultimately resigned under some pressure or was terminated.
They never recovered from their experience of working under this tyrant. This
is the impact of leaders with fatal flaws, and this example illustrates how fatal
flaws often go together and amplify each other.

Fixing Fatal Flaws. If a leader possesses one or more of these characteris-
tics, action should obviously be taken to remedy that deficiency, make that
weakness irrelevant, or to move that person back into a role of being an indi-
vidual contributor where that behavior is less necessary. (In fact, however,
those ten fatal flaws will also stand in the way of the “professional, individual
contributor” being highly effective in the long run.)

People can overcome these characteristics. First, the organization can
ensure that the person knows he possesses one of these “fatal flaws” and the
serious consequences this will have on his career. If the person is willing to
change, he can often make significant contributions to the organization.
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The organization usually has a sizable investment in this individual, and
this now tests several fundamental convictions of the organization’s leader-
ship. These include:

● Can people really change?
● Are people truly valuable?
● Does the organization have a responsibility to help the person who is

willing to change?
● Do people possess latent talents and abilities?
● Is it worth the organization’s investment to help an individual fix a

fatal flaw in their leadership skills?

We contend that the organization owes it to the leader to provide develop-
mental experiences that will provide a positive path to remedy dysfunctional
behavior. These may include external or internal programs or a coaching/
mentoring relationship that provides ongoing feedback to help change the
leader. Chapter 10 provides several avenues that could prove helpful to 
the individual wanting to change, and Chapter 12 provides suggestions for the
organization and its efforts to help such leaders.

Prescription: Massive Doses of Feedback. This is a perfect use of the 
360-degree feedback process. Once it has been established that a leader has
a major deficiency in one of the areas described above, it should be made
clear to the leader that change is expected.

One powerful strategy is to indicate that 15 months from now, we will do
a follow-up round of 360-degree feedback instruments with the subordinates,
and the expectation is that these areas will be remedied. The setting of a clear
expectation for change, and the creation of a powerful sense of urgency about
it, is the most likely way to erase fatal flaws.

Why Feedback Works. Inside everyone’s head is a picture of how they see
themselves. It describes what sort of person they are, what values they possess,
their overall pattern of behavior, and sums up the image they have of them-
selves. In most cases, the leader with a fatal flaw is totally unaware of it. For
example, the leader who immediately rejects others’ ideas would in great like-
lihood describe herself as being full of confidence and having such extensive
experience that she knows what ideas will succeed and which will fail. Such
individuals are usually unaware of the perception that they reject everyone
else’s ideas. How can that be changed?
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Feedback in the form of coaching, team discussions, or 360-degree surveys
(if honest and direct) provides “disconfirming information.” The messages con-
veyed would be contrary to this leader’s self-perceptions. This creates a dilemma
and forces some action. The leader now has one of several choices to make.

First, she can deny the information. But if it comes from multiple sources
that are clearly reliable and have no personal axe to grind, it becomes extremely
difficult to deny this consistent pattern of feedback.

Second, the leader can choose to change her self-concept. She could say
to herself, “Well, okay, I guess I am arrogant and think my ideas are the only
good ones that exist.” For the person possessing some general health of char-
acter and personality, this self-concept is unacceptable and illogical.

Third, she can change her behavior. For most people faced with a barrage
of disconfirming information, the easiest course of action is to change the
behavior. That is the power of feedback.

Clearly, some fatal flaws will be specific to the position the person occupies.
For example, the director of research and development will not usually survive
unless he is perceived as being highly technically competent. The head of sales
will not survive if she is perceived as lacking important interpersonal skills. A
partner in a CPA firm will not survive, regardless of how good an auditor he
is, if he fails to take the initiative to generate revenue and develop customer
relationships. In these cases, the person does not always need to transform the
weakness into a strength, but the behavior needs to be taken from the liability
column and made into a neutral characteristic at worst.

Different Responses to Feedback. People respond differently to feedback.
That is something we have all observed. The work of one researcher may
shed light on those differences. Tory Higgins, chairman of the Department
of Psychology at Columbia University, has been honored for his distin-
guished contributions to the field of social psychology. His research con-
cludes that people fall into one of two camps in their fundamental
orientation on how they regulate their behavior. The first orientation is
toward achieving positive outcomes. He labeled this a “promotion” orien-
tation. This group of people wants to make positive things happen. Their
focus is on achievement.4

Promotion Orientation. Higgins concludes from his research that this
group of individuals is highly motivated by positive feedback. It reinforces that
they accomplished what they set out to do. Positive feedback means that 
others have noticed what they did. Their intention to produce something or
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complete a project met with success. Positive feedback is the reward for doing
that. In the parlance of investing, this group sees success as achieving big
gains. Yes, there might be periodic losses, but so long as the gains are there in
the long run, the short-term losses are quite acceptable.

These people are devastated by negative feedback. It wounds their self-
esteem. Their intention to do something worthwhile has not been recognized
or their efforts were a failure. Negative feedback is exactly what they did not
want to hear, and thus it becomes highly demotivating to them. They pull
back and become deflated by criticism.

Prevention Orientation. The second group of people has a “prevention
orientation.” Their objective in life is to avoid negative outcomes. Averting
failure is what life is about. The way to avoid failure is constantly to monitor
what you do, and instantly head off any impending mistake or omission. Thus,
someone mentioning to you that there is an error in your draft of a report to
upper management is greatly appreciated. That enables you to avoid looking
bad to those receiving the report.

As investors, this group is in the camp of “Don’t lose anything.” Success
means never having a stock go down. It is perfectly all right not to have spec-
tacular gains, or even gains that mirror the performance of the overall mar-
ket, so long as nothing is lost.

Feedback for people with a prevention orientation. Any information that alerts
this person to an impending problem or difficulty would be sought after and
greatly appreciated. Individuals in this group welcome what others might see
as “negative feedback.”

In contrast, this group is not enthralled with positive feedback. For these
individuals, it comes across at worst as phony and hollow praise; or at best as
fairly useless. Positive feedback does not help the individual steer clear of fail-
ures, so it has little value.

The takeaway here is that one kind of feedback may be extremely helpful
to some people, whereas it may be irritating to others. Much of that has to do
with their orientation to life. Be aware that two people may respond very dif-
ferently to exactly the same feedback based on their life-orientation.

Fatal flaws in the prevention camp. Those people we described earlier with
fatal flaws may be in either the prevention or promotion camp. For those in
the prevention camp, their behavior is almost always characterized by a lack
of openness to new ideas, because new ideas are risky. There is a much
greater possibility of mistakes happening when you try something new, so
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they are thinking, “Reject new processes or approaches as long and hard as
you can.”

Those in the prevention orientation group would also like to be divorced
from any accountability, because that way they can avoid the negative out-
comes attendant with poor performance. Their position: “Never have your
fingerprints on a project that might fail.” “Always get someone in between you
and a risky program, so that if it does not work out, you can blame them.”
Much of life is spent in following the maxim: “It doesn’t matter whether you
win or lose, it’s how you place the blame.” They want someone to be the
scapegoat in case of failure.

Finally, this group does not initiate new projects or programs. Why? The
less you do, the less likelihood there is for error. The more things you get
under way, the greater the chances are for something to go wrong. So, the key
is to do as little as possible and survive. Keep your head down. Don’t draw
attention. Don’t rock the boat. That is success. If someone gives me infor-
mation that helps me to avoid failure, then I am forever grateful.

Higgins’ research sheds light on why people respond so differently to feed-
back and helps all leaders to be clearer about the right type of feedback to
give to others, depending on their basic orientation to life.

Another social psychologist, then at Columbia University and now teach-
ing at Stanford, Carol Dweck, conducted extensive research with school-
children and developed a framework with some similarities to that of Higgins.
Her research on feedback sheds further, but consistent, light on this fascinat-
ing topic.

Dweck’s research showed that people fell into two categories that she called
“improving” and “proving.” The first category, “improving,” views the world
as an opportunity to learn and grow. Problems they encounter that are hard
or highly time consuming are welcomed because that means they can
“improve” themselves. Mistakes are viewed as useful feedback.5

The “proving” group of people view life as a process of justifying or prov-
ing themselves to others, particularly those in authority. Therefore, problems
that are hard or time consuming become a threat, because they show that the
person was not as capable as others had thought. These people, therefore, tend
to shrink away from difficult tasks and revert to tasks that are easily accom-
plished. They develop a helpless and dependent behavior.

We find much consistency between these two research endeavors. The
“improving” and “promotion” orientations seem quite analogous. Likewise,
the “proving” and the “prevention” orientations seem similar. Dweck’s research
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focused on the right and wrong kinds of feedback to give to anyone. It did not
distinguish the feedback that would be more appropriate for one group than
another.

Dweck concluded that the wrong feedback to give was anything that was
global, general, or that could be construed simply as praise. If a well-meaning
parent tells a child, “You are really smart” or “You are a gifted student,” what
is that child to think when a week later he is in agony in a class in which the
teacher has given him a problem he cannot solve? Or, what is the employee
to think after a manager has told her what an intelligent and talented
employee she is, and now she has been given a report to write and she simply
is not making any progress on it?

On the other hand, think of the positive outcomes from the parent who tells
the child, “I really admire how hard you’ve worked on learning the multipli-
cation tables” or “You have really been creative about looking for different ways
to get the information for your term paper. When you combine that with how
tenacious you have been, I know you will come up with a good paper.”6

Or, consider the leader who tells a subordinate, “I want to compliment you
on how hard you have been working and at your ability to overcome the obsta-
cles in your path on this project. The progress you have made is a reflection
on your focused effort.”

The difference in these two approaches may seem subtle to some, but they
are extreme opposites. The first is focused on the person and his or her innate
abilities. The second approach is focused on the process he or she has used
to tackle a project or a problem. That focus may be on the intensity of the
effort, or on the innovative approaches to it, or on the ability to overcome
obstacles, or it could be on the ability not to be distracted by other things. The
benefit of the second approach is that anytime later, if this person is feeling a
challenge in solving a problem or completing a project, his or her thought
processes will be different. The question will not be, “Did my parent (or my
boss) lie to me about being so capable?”

Instead, the thought process after the second pattern of feedback will be,
“Maybe I’m not working hard enough.” “Perhaps I haven’t been innovative
in looking for other ways to solve this problem.” “I need to work harder to
overcome some of the barriers that exist in our systems here.” In short, the
focus is now on the process that is being used, not on his or her fundamental
intelligence or worth as a person.

These two bodies of research on feedback have given us better ways to
understand the different reactions to the same feedback and also provide a
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good template for a better approach to giving feedback. First, examine the
nature of the individual and whether positive or negative feedback will be of
most value. Second, whatever the person is like, keep feedback focused on
the behavior or process the person is using and not on him or her as a person.
These two powerful ideas greatly enhance our understanding of the feedback
process and how it can help leaders overcome fatal flaws.

For further information on feedback instruments and development pro-
grams that help leaders to identify and correct fatal flaws go to our website at
www.zengerfolkman.com.
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8

NEW INSIGHTS INTO
LEADERSHIP

DEVELOPMENT

I dreamed a thousand new paths. I woke and walked my old one.

—Chinese Proverb

There are always many choices, many paths to take. One is easy. And its only
reward is that it’s easy.

—Anonymous

Warfare through the 1700s to the middle of the nineteenth century was 
characterized by rows of soldiers marching straight toward their enemy. The
opposing forces would do the same. Despite the fact that cannons and rifles
being fired straight at them would kill thousands, it was not until the Ameri-
can Revolution that this pattern was challenged. When American revolution-
ary soldiers fought the British, they hid behind trees, lay prone on the ground
to avoid being easy targets, and fought an entirely different type of war. In this
chapter, we propose a similarly radical approach to developing leadership skills.
Rather than continuing the “frontal assault” approach that has been popular
for so long, we propose a different way to attack the problem.

Suppose that in an effort to improve your leadership effectiveness you
wanted to improve your professional or technical expertise. Think about an
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action plan that you might formulate to accomplish the goal of improved 
technical/professional expertise. Write down the actions that you would take
to improve. Then, thinking about your own plan, look at Table 8-1 to see how
your plan compares with ones we have seen from many others facing this 
challenge.

Table 8-1 is a classic, linear plan. We define that as a plan that plots a
straight-line development path from the current performance to a desired
future state. It is a classic frontal assault. It is also extremely logical and char-
acteristic of many people’s propensity to identify a problem or challenge, put
their heads down, and run straight at it with full force. This plan works espe-
cially well in circumstances where a person’s performance is poor and the
need for substantial improvement is clear.

In a recent conference with professionals in employee development from
several different companies, we asked representatives what percentage of the
action plans made by individuals were linear. Their answer was that virtually
all action plans are based on a linear logic. We then asked when the linear
plans worked best. Again, a consistent answer from all participants: “Linear
plans work best for people who are moving from poor performance to good
performance.” But what about the situation where a person’s performance is
good and the individual is trying to move to a higher level of performance?
Will the approach that helps people move from bad to good be as effective in
moving from good to extraordinary?

Case Study. Jane Larson was a project leader in an exploration department
of a major oil company. Her career had progressed nicely, but for the past two
years she felt her career had stalled. Six months ago, she participated in a 360-
degree feedback process that provided her with an assessment on a series of
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One Person’s Plan of Action

Action Action to Improve Technical and Professional Expertise
Number
1 Sign up for a night class at the local university
2 Attend more professional conferences and workshops
3 Read technical and professional journals
4 Broaden network with other professionals and ask for coaching and 

mentoring on specific topics
5 Read latest books in the technical and professional fields
6 Get on a task force that will stretch current knowledge and expertise
7 Find some training courses that will increase depth of knowledge

Table 8-1 Sample Action Plan



competencies. To her surprise, she was rated lower than the average of her
colleagues on technical expertise. In this organization, the one quality that is
highly valued is technical expertise. To Jane, these results were a blatant wake-
up call, and so she decided to make a significant change. Even though she
felt fairly current, she decided to rededicate herself and broaden her under-
standing of related fields. She attended a technical conference, read every
journal from cover to cover, and started an independent research project with
a university. To get a sense of how all this work was helping, she asked her
manager to have a career discussion with her. In the discussion she described
all of her efforts to hone her skills and build a broader knowledge base. Her
manager was pleased with all her efforts, but then she asked the critical ques-
tion: “Do you think that all this work will help others see that I have a great
deal of technical knowledge and expertise?” Her manager sat back in his seat
and paused to prepare his answer carefully. “Well, Jane, I don’t know if any
of this is ever going to make any difference until you have the guts to speak
up in a meeting and share your knowledge with people. The problem isn’t
how much you know, it’s what you do with what you know!”

Jane Larson is a good example of a linear action plan (see Figure 8-1) not
being helpful. In reality, Jane did not need to take additional classes, read
journals better, or do more research. Her problem was that she failed to share

New Insights into Leadership Development • 169

Current Approach to Change Plans 

Desired
Future

Performance

More
Better
Faster
Smarter

Current
Performance

People
question
ability on 
Technical
Expertise

People
have

confidence in 
Technical
Expertise

Figure 8-1 Current Approach to Change Plans (Linear Development Model)



her knowledge and expertise with others. The perceptions of others were
based on the behavior she demonstrated to them rather than the knowledge
that she had packed in her head. In reality, others cannot tell how much she
knows if she does not share the information.

Nonlinear Development Paths
Because almost all development plans are linear (because that is the prevail-
ing logic), we looked for a technique to help people understand alternative
development paths. In our approach, we took each of the 16 differentiating
behaviors and analyzed the relationship between that specific behavior and
the other 15, plus a number of other behaviors. When an individual showed
a high level of competence on a specific behavior, we looked at other behav-
iors that were also highly rated. Then we analyzed leaders who were rated
poorly on that differentiating behavior and observed that the same compan-
ion behaviors were also rated poorly.

We call these related behaviors “competency companions.” They are com-
panions because they seem to be permanently glued together. In the spirit of
Sherlock Holmes, we believe that these competency companions provide
excellent clues about an alternative way to develop important leadership
skills—and to improve the likelihood that you will be perceived by those about
you as possessing an important, differentiating competency.

Figure 8-2 provides two examples of competency companions associated
with technical expertise. Leaders perceived as having the best technical expert-
ise were also perceived as having high competence in interpersonal skills and
setting high standards of excellence. Also, those perceived as having the worst
technical expertise typically had poor interpersonal skills and set lower stan-
dards of performance.

If you conclude from this analysis that having excellent interpersonal skills
causes a person to have technical expertise, you are probably wrong. Because
two events consistently happen together does not prove that one causes the
other. But much of science has to rely on the fact that when two phenomena
are consistently linked together, you make the presumption that one of them
causes the other, that each has some impact on the other or that they are both
being influenced by some other common force.

In a college course on descriptive statistics, the professor was attempting
to explain the purpose of descriptive statistics, particularly correlation coeffi-
cients. He chose as an example a phenomenon in nature. He said, “There is
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an extremely high correlation between the frequency of crickets chirping and
the temperature.” There was a pause. A student raised his hand and said, “Pro-
fessor Peterson, are you saying that as the temperature rises, crickets chirp
more frequently?” With a totally deadpan expression on his face, Professor
Peterson replied, “No, I have always assumed that when crickets chirp more
frequently, it causes the outdoor temperature to rise.”

Most people would have an explanation for the relationship of tempera-
ture and crickets chirping, and this could easily be proved by simple experi-
ments. However, in many situations, when two things happen together, the
mechanisms that link them together are not entirely clear. All you can say is
that they occur together, and you can make some educated guess about the
cause-and-effect relationship that links them together.

The Link Between Interpersonal Relationships and
Technical Competence
To return to our example of technical expertise and interpersonal skills being
tied together, we could offer some explanations. This result is strongly 
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supported by groundbreaking research done by Robert Kelley at Bell Labs.
The research looked at the productivity of scientists. After studying hundreds
of scientists, all of whom were experts in their fields, the researchers found
that the engineers who were most successful (they dubbed them their “stars”)
were not those with the highest IQs or those who were the most knowledge-
able. Kelley wrote, “Our data showed no appreciable cognitive, personal, psy-
chological, social or environmental differences between stars and average
performers.”1 What they found was that these stars performed their work dif-
ferently. They developed strong networks within the organization and worked
with others in a totally different manner than did the “non-stars.”

To elaborate, some of the interpersonal skills identified in the Bell Labs
research were behaviors such as:

● Helping colleagues solve a problem
● Helping others to complete a task
● Giving others credit for any success
● Expressing a desire to hear others’ ideas
● Not imposing their ideas on others
● Being concerned with co-workers’ personal needs
● Using the skills of co-workers
● Working quietly, without fanfare
● Putting the objectives of the team before their own2

For those who have worked in technical organizations, there is another rea-
son why it comes as no surprise to find that there is a relationship between
technical expertise and interpersonal skills. It relates to the way the “stars”
communicated about technical issues.

We have observed that the most able technical people have sufficient con-
fidence to express complex ideas in lay terms and not hide behind jargon.
Insecure scientists are afraid to expose the fact that their discipline is not as
precise as others are led to believe. To be perceived as being highly techni-
cally competent demands a person who can communicate effectively about
their discipline to many groups.

What Happens When Interpersonal Skills and Technical Competence
Are Not Connected? Recently, one of the authors was having dinner with a
friend who is currently a university president. A question was asked about what
kind of interesting activities filled his day. He commented, “Well, today I had

172 • The Extraordinary Leader



to fire a professor.” Someone at the table asked, “Why? What rules did he
break? Was he incompetent?” “No, he was not incompetent!” replied the pres-
ident. “He was very current in his field. The problem was that no one in his
department could remember a staff meeting that he attended that did not end
in an argument. He was absolutely impossible to get along with and created
so much friction in the department that nothing was getting done.” In this
case, the professor’s lack of interpersonal skills made the professor’s technical
competence irrelevant. It ceased to matter. People no longer paid attention
to his technical competence.

In another situation, we were working with the management of a chem-
ical company research laboratory. Their work was highly specialized work
and they had recruited absolutely the brightest and best scientists in the
world. The productivity of the lab had come under considerable scrutiny.
To understand better what some of the problems were with this group, many
of the scientists were interviewed. In an interview with one of the leading
scientists, the interviewer asked him to describe a typical technical review.
Each of the scientists was asked to present new research studies before all
the scientists for their review. The interviewer asked, “Are the technical
reviews helpful?”

The scientist replied, “Not at all.”
“Why?” the interviewer asked.
“Because when new scientists present their ideas for a new area of study

they aren’t asking for input, they are just showing off how much they know.
Several times I have listened to scientists talk about research that we have
already determined is never going to work. We have tried the same experi-
ments before. They always fail. But rather than help this idiot out, we just sit
back and inwardly grin because we know that they will fail. By letting them
work on this research it just helps my work to look even better and gives me
a lot better chance of getting a big bonus.” The scientists in the lab were com-
peting against each other for recognition, rewards, and promotions.

Here again, the lack of effective interpersonal skills seriously erodes the
perceived technical competence of this laboratory. We estimate that this cul-
ture, with high scientific and low interpersonal effectiveness, was costing the
company a minimum of millions of dollars each year. The number could be
in the billions if the comparison is made to what that group of scientists could
have created, had they created a high-performance work environment.

Having strong interpersonal skills does not help people become any
smarter, but it does help them to share the knowledge that they have, 
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influence others effectively, communicate the things that they know, and
build collaborative, trusting relationships with others.

The Link Between Having High Standards and 
Technical Competence
Similarly, having high standards of excellence does not make people smarter,
but if you apply the logic of the Rosenberg et al. research presented in Chap-
ter 4, a good explanation emerges. Recall that the research showed that the
following adjectives were clustered together in people’s minds:

● Scientific
● Persistent
● Skillful
● Imaginative
● Intelligent

We submit, then, that in most people’s perceptions, the qualities of tech-
nical competence (scientific and intelligent) and high standards of excellence
(persistence and skillful) are also linked together. If I see you display one,
I assume you have the other.

Therefore, by championing extremely high standards for every activity,
I have subtly caused others to have an elevated view of my technical compe-
tence. Certainly, on the flip side, a person with minimal technical compe-
tence would never impose lofty standards of excellence on a team or on
colleagues. Similarly, the leader who remarks, “Oh, I don’t care if we finish
on time,” or “Let’s not bust our tails on this project,” is not a person we assume
has great technical credentials or ability.

What Are Competency Companions?
Competency companions (or behavioral buddies) are simply best friends.
They tend to go everywhere together. When people are effective at one of the
16 key differentiating behaviors, they tend to do the companion behaviors
equally well. Conversely, when people are ineffective at a differentiating
behavior, they tend to perform the companion behaviors poorly. Again, we
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are not implying that one behavior causes the other. Later in this chapter, we
provide our analysis of various reasons for why the linkage occurs.

Competency companions provide excellent clues for making significant
improvements on a differentiating behavior. People need to examine their
level of competence on a differentiating behavior and then review each com-
petency companion. They can examine situations from their own experience
when poor performance on a competency companion affected the percep-
tion of their ability in the differentiating behavior. The question to ask is “If I
were to improve my performance on competency companion A, would it
improve my performance on the differentiating competency B, or at least
would it enhance the perceptions of others regarding my ability on differen-
tiating competency B?” Looking for situations or past experiences where two
behaviors might have been linked will help people to identify a competency
companion that may be the key to developing extraordinary talent on a dif-
ferentiating behavior.

Mechanisms of Competency Companions
Why do competency companions leverage improvement in certain behav-
iors? We believe that there are a variety of reasons for the impact that is evi-
dent when both the competency and the competency companion are rated
positively. We are clear that there are different mechanisms creating the
impact. The following is a list of six mechanisms that best explain the com-
petency companion phenomena.

1. The competency and the competency companion fit together in
people’s perceptional systems. The Rosenberg et al. research found
that certain characteristics fit together in most people’s minds. If you
have attribute A, people assume you have attribute B. If they know you
don’t have attribute B, they question if you could possibly have
attribute A. Therefore, the first explanation of why competency
companions create impact is that perceptually people believe these
characteristics fit together, and improving one helps create the
perception that the other is more positive.

2. Competency companions facilitate the expression of another
competency. Consider the linkage between interpersonal skills and
technical skills. What appears to be happening is that having strong
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interpersonal skills facilitates the sharing of knowledge, the persuasion
of others to a new position, and positive interactions in terms of
solving problems. We do not believe that improving interpersonal
skills makes technical knowledge grow or makes a person smarter. It is
possible that because of good interpersonal skills, a person may choose
to coach and mentor colleagues. This may improve actual technical
ability. For the most part, however, the impact of interpersonal skills
on technical ability seems to be that it facilitates the communication
of technical knowledge and enhances the appreciation other people
have of a person’s technical skills. When Jane speaks up in meetings,
others start to see how smart and capable she is, and their perception
of her technical ability goes up.

3. Achieving a high level of skill in one behavior helps develop a related
behavior. For example, one of the strongest competency companions
for “developing other people” is being skilled and interested in
developing yourself. If leaders do not have a good career plan for
themselves, it is most difficult to assist their direct reports in creating
career plans. If people feel stuck in their careers with no place to go, it
is harder for them to be of much assistance to others. However, if
leaders learn to develop their own careers, that will be an invaluable
start to assisting others with the same process.

4. One competency is a building block or a core element of the other
competency. One of the most interesting competency
companionships that we found related to integrity. A strong
companion behavior to integrity is concern and consideration for
other people. Simply put, those perceived with high integrity have a
high level of concern and consideration for others, and those
perceived with low integrity lacked consideration for others.
Consideration for others is a vital component of the broader
competency labeled “integrity.” A person who has no problems taking
advantage of another person lacks integrity.

5. Competency companions change the context in which we operate.
We found a strong relationship between a person’s ability to
communicate and the extent to which a person is trusted. Typically,
when people attempt to improve their ability to communicate, they
focus on the message and the delivery (e.g., what they say and how
they say it). This research indicates that if people trust a leader, then
the leader does not need to give a world-class speech. The fact that

176 • The Extraordinary Leader



people have a great deal of trust in the leader will cause the message
to be accepted. Without trust, however, no amount of great oration
can make people accept the message.

6. Developing a competency companion changes the person. Most
people have had the experience of dramatically changing a skill and
then finding interesting side effects. Learning to play golf well gives a
person increased confidence. A regular exercise program makes a
person less stressed. Focusing effort on accomplishing a stretch goal
causes depression to go away. Strengthening a competency has the
capacity to change a person’s perspective, attitudes, and outlook on life.

Examples of Competency Companions
We have found that for each competency, there are eight to fourteen com-
petency companions. It is beyond the scope of this book to provide an
exhaustive list of every competency companion, but we provide here one
example for each of the 16 differentiating behaviors. We have organized
these into the five elements in our leadership model. We have compiled a
complete guide of competency companions. For further information on this
guide and how it is used to develop leaders, contact the authors by going to
www.zengerfolkman.com.

Character—The Center Pole of the Leadership Tent
Improving Integrity. When characterizing people with low integrity, we
visualize a person who purposely tries to take advantage of other people.

However, many people who experience integrity problems don’t always fit
that mold.

Sean was a bright and very honest young man from a foreign country. He
was very religious and was in his final year of school in the United States. In
his home country, his family was well known. He was approached by a group
of investors and offered a very good salary to go back to his home country
and sell his fellow citizens on an investment opportunity. The men who
approached Sean were regular churchgoers, and so he assumed that they
would be able to deliver on this investment. He trusted these men, so he did
not ask many questions or check out the viability of the investment. Because
of the reputation of his family, Sean was very successful in signing up millions
in investments. After a short time an initial payment was made to investors.
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That money was distributed to each investor. A short time later, Sean learned
that the investment scheme had failed. He was left holding the bag.

Many other people report an experience similar to Sean’s. They do not
intentionally attempt to deceive other people, but in the end their integrity is
compromised. They trust another person but fail to aggressively ensure that
promises made by others will be kept. When we looked at the competency
companions to integrity, we found that those rated high in integrity were also
rated high on assertiveness. Those rated low in integrity, on the other hand,
were rated low on assertiveness. Those with high integrity were very effective
at stepping forward and addressing difficult issues, confronting conflict, being
direct, and facing up to difficult situations.

Personal Capability—The Second Pole Lifting the
Leadership Tent
Becoming a Better Problem Solver. What if a person wanted to improve
in problem-solving skills? Obviously, that improvement could be in the way
they are perceived, or in actually improving those skills—and hopefully both.
We examined the competency companions for effective problem solving and
analytical skills. We found that one of the highest correlates was initiative.
People perceived as being good problem solvers and highly analytical were
also perceived as taking a great deal of initiative. Those perceived as poor
problem solvers were perceived as having low initiative.

Robert Kelley describes initiative as the most important work strategy in
separating the “stars” from the rest of the pack at Bell Labs. He illustrates his
point by describing two new hires, both with similar credentials: 3.8 GPAs
from respected universities, strong summer internships at computer compa-
nies, and lustrous recommendations from professors.

Henry holed himself up in his office as if he were writing his dissertation
or studying for a bar exam. He collected volumes of technical documents to
acquaint himself with the latest ideas. He began learning how to use exotic
software programs he thought might be helpful in his work. He would surface
only for a bathroom break or a mandatory staff meeting. “What’s going to
count,” he remembers thinking at the time, “is whether I can prove to my 
co-workers how smart I am.”

Lai set aside three hours each afternoon to work on her assignment. In
whatever time was left of her workday, she introduced herself to co-workers
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and asked questions about their projects. If one of them needed a hand or
faced schedule pressures, she volunteered to help. And even though Lai was
new to the workplace culture, her colleagues appreciated her willingness to
help them out, especially given that their problems were not hers.

Kelley continues describing Lai’s actions:

● She found a colleague who could not get a software program to work,
and Lai recalled a new programming tool she had picked up in an
advanced course in college and offered that solution to the colleague.
She offered to work on the software problem while the colleague
finished the larger project.

● When new software tools needed to be installed on everyone’s
computers, the assumption was that everyone would use the
traditional approach of installing it themselves, largely by trial and
error. Lai had installed the software during her internship and thought
it made more sense for one person to move up the learning curve and
do it for everyone. She volunteered. It ended up taking two weeks,
instead of the four days she had estimated, but she stuck it out and
completed all of the installations.

● A colleague who had been scheduled for an all-night lab testing
session was suddenly called away to a funeral for a family member.
When the manager convened a meeting to see how this absence
could be covered, there was much looking at the floor and “covering
your face” behavior. As the supervisor was about to make an arbitrary
assignment to some unwilling person, Lai volunteered. She later
recalls, “I figured that it was most important to get accepted into the
team, and what better way than to help them out.”

Lai was on her way to becoming a “star” in the Bell Labs vernacular. It had
little to do with being technically competent but everything to do with taking
initiative. Kelley writes, “Average performers—who constitute 60 to 80 per-
cent of the workforce—don’t get it. That group is most likely to view initia-
tive taking as activity for activity’s sake, getting stuck doing someone else’s
work, or taking on work that is not part of their job description. Cynical 
average performers see it as kissing up to the boss or colleagues.”

It might surprise readers to know that Henry, the loner Bell Labs 
hire, believed he was taking initiative. “I gathered up the latest technical 
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information and learned about the latest software tools so that I could do a
bang-up job on my assignment. Nobody told me to do any of that,” he told
the researchers. What Lai understood and Henry did not is that only certain
actions earn the initiative label.3

How Do I Improve My Effectiveness in Developing Myself? A key
skill for all successful leaders is the ability to continuously improve them-
selves. Too often, leaders achieve some office or position and then come to
believe that the learning phase of their career is over. They assume that, like
graduation from school, there is a time of learning and a time of execution.
Our research pointed out the importance of continuous self-improvement
in order for leaders to become exceptional. Looking at those who showed
great ability to practice self-development, we found a strong relationship
with integrity. That is, people who were viewed as highly competent in
terms of developing themselves were also viewed as being extremely honest
and straightforward. At first glance, the two behaviors seem unrelated. What
does self-development have to do with integrity and honesty?

Consider, however, the research done in helping people overcome alco-
holism and drug addiction. One of the major hurdles in getting help for peo-
ple to deal successfully with addiction is getting them to acknowledge that
they have a problem. Alcoholics in the early stages are inevitably in denial.
An alcoholic who showed up for addiction counseling was asked, “Why are
you here?” He answered, “Because my spouse thinks I have a drinking prob-
lem.” To which the counselor replied, “Go home and keep drinking. I can’t
help you until you think that you have a problem.” In most cases of drug and
alcohol addiction, it becomes evident to everyone else that the person has a
problem before it becomes evident to the person himself or herself. Fre-
quently, you hear the stories about people who have to hit rock bottom before
they finally wake up and say to themselves, “I have a drinking problem.” In
many addiction treatment programs, people use the practice of introducing
themselves by saying, “My name is John, and I am an alcoholic.”

Honesty is a striking feature of the relationship between self-development
and integrity. People who are good at self-development have the ability to eval-
uate their strengths and weaknesses honestly and to acknowledge their
strengths in behavior A and that they are less effective in behavior B. Keep in
mind that for some people, their problem is their lack of faith in their strengths.
They discount their own abilities. People who are poor at self-development
might be rationalizing their performance in less than objective ways. They
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tell themselves that they did a good job when they did a poor job. They ignore
feedback from others. They debate the reactions of others, saying, “They are
only saying that because they are out to get my job, or they are jealous of my
abilities.” There are levels of self-honesty. Some people come to accept the
feedback others give them but still resist being perfectly honest with them-
selves about what they do well and problems that need to be improved. Being
absolutely honest with one’s self and refusing the opportunity for self-deceit
is a key skill for extraordinary leaders.

How Can I Become More Innovative? An examination of the compe-
tency companions for innovation found that innovative leaders were also good
at learning from both their successes and failures. At first blush, this again
seems like an unlikely combination. Most think of innovation as the ability
to produce creative ideas and to get those ideas implemented. Learning, on
the other hand, is the ability to absorb new information, to recognize patterns,
to see cause-and-effect relationships—all ultimately culminating in new
behavior.

We think it is probable that those who are not innovative have lost some
ability to learn. They aren’t paying attention to what is transpiring in their
environment. They rationalize rather than change their behavior. Good learn-
ers carefully observe their environment, they study how things happen, and
they are inquisitive about cause-and-effect relationships. A key to being inno-
vative is increasing one’s ability to learn.

Focus on Results—Another Pole Lifting the Tent
Helping Others Achieve Exceptional Results. The ability to set stretch
goals is a critical skill that helps motivate people to achieve exceptional results.
As one of the 16 differentiating behaviors, setting stretch goals is a behavior
that is easy to talk about but harder to do. Some propose a simple path:
develop what you think is a reasonable goal, then multiply by two. In the end,
many leaders back off because they are uncomfortable asking others to take
on a task that they themselves view as unreasonable or impossible. The first
step in setting stretch goals is for you to believe in the stretch capacity of peo-
ple. Jack Welch speaks often of the enormous capacity of the workforce to do
more. He said, “There is an unlimited amount of juice in that lemon.”4

We found that leaders who were effective at setting stretch goals were also
effective at risk taking. It appears that leaders who are willing to challenge the
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status quo and take risks also have the ability to convince their work group
that they can achieve an almost impossible goal. People who play it safe, care-
fully analyze what is possible, and take baby steps forward will never be very
effective at setting stretch goals.

How Do You Get Others to Feel Responsible? Frequently, parents
struggle with children in school who forget assignments, fail to study for tests,
and seem unmotivated to improve their performance. Parents often comment,
“Why can’t my children just be more responsible?” The implicit theory is that
if people have responsible attitudes, they will act responsibly.

Recently, a daughter was struggling in school. I had a fatherly discussion with her

and asked her to describe the problem. “I’m depressed,” she said. “And I can’t

concentrate on my homework if I am depressed,” was her excuse. She was

obviously discouraged. In my opinion, most of her discouragement came from

failing some exams in school. I challenged her to go to work and study in spite of

feeling discouraged. Knowing she would probably need more than a pep talk to

succeed, I arranged a tutor to meet with her several times a week. The tutor

provided both knowledgeable advice and friendly support. Soon the daughter’s

grades started to improve. As her grades improved, her depression went away.

Once her study habits had changed and she felt more confident that she could be

successful, she started to act substantially more responsibly. Rather than go out

with friends, she would say, “Sorry, I have homework.”

Sometimes attitudes do precede actions, but frequently actions need to pre-
cede attitudes. An important differentiating competency is taking responsi-
bility for outcomes. Oftentimes, people approach improvement by
concentrating on improving the attitude. People believe that a person needs
to feel more responsible before he or she can act more responsibly. One of
the key competency companions to taking responsibility for outcomes is tak-
ing action toward achieving results. This research indicates that those people
who are perceived as acting in a responsible manner for outcomes also are
seen as taking action toward achieving results. If people begin to act, it 
conveys to others a great deal about their attitude. The best way to convince
others that we are responsible people is by our actions.

One of our frequent consulting activities is conducting employee surveys
to assess the attitudes of employees on key issues that drive the success of a
business. One of the frequent problems with surveys is that senior leaders can
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view them as a nice activity but not essential for the success of their business.
It is critical to the success of such projects to get senior leaders’ commitment
to the project. In our usual approach, we enlist senior leaders’ involvement at
the beginning of the process. We interview them and ask them for their opin-
ions on what issues are critical for the organization to be successful. Frequently,
a leader will find an item on the survey that is almost a direct quote from his
or her interview. Using the survey to assess their specific issue can take leaders
from sideline spectators to quarterbacks in the survey rollout. The survey moves
from being described as “the consultant’s survey” to “our survey.”

How Do You Get More Productivity Out of Other People? One of
the most frequently used competencies is “focus on results.” The underlying
theme is always the same: keeping others focused on the task, aggressively
pursuing assignments, driving hard to make things happen, and being totally
dedicated to the accomplishment of the task. When leaders attempt to
improve their focus on results, they often put a great deal of emphasis on the
drive or push for results. When done to excess, such leaders become grown-
up bullies who constantly prod, check, demand, and annoy others. These
behaviors can be effective in the short run, but in the long run, nobody wants
to work for a tyrant.

We again found an unlikely companionship. Leaders who were effective
at focusing on results were also effective at giving others feedback and pro-
viding coaching. Leaders who only push people to perform better typically
focus on the outcome but don’t help people with the journey.

Giving people feedback is time consuming and difficult and is frequently
not done well. One employee, commenting on his lack of feedback, said,
“I don’t know if I am in line to be the janitor or the chairman of the board.
Please give me some feedback.” Why is it that most poor performers are sur-
prised to hear that they are receiving an unsatisfactory performance review?
The reason is that leaders don’t like to give feedback. They assume that
employees will figure it out on their own. They believe that because they
didn’t give a reassuring smile, employees will figure out that they are doing
something wrong. Sitting down with employees and providing straight, can-
did feedback can be time consuming and emotionally difficult for leaders, but
leaders who do this well achieve better results.

One leader had an effective approach to giving feedback. Whenever she
saw a problem, she would schedule a meeting with the person and say, “Our
performance review is scheduled four months from now. I want to give you a
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positive appraisal at that time, but if it were to happen right now I could not
do that. Let me explain why, and let’s figure out a way to fix it before then.”
She would explain her concerns about this person’s performance and proceed
with a joint problem-solving discussion of how to fix the issue.

Feedback on performance issues needs to be timely and in close approxi-
mation to when the problem behavior occurred. Good athletic coaches pro-
vide ample feedback. They stand on the sidelines and yell, give halftime talks,
or call time-outs and give people clear, specific feedback.

Interpersonal Skills—Another Pole That Raises the Tent
What Could Be More Powerful Than a Good Speech? When think-
ing about how a person communicates powerfully, most people concentrate
on how a message is delivered. It was interesting to learn that one of the
strongest competency companions for communicating powerfully is involving
others. In other words, those who were viewed as powerful communicators
asked people for their input, encouraged alternative approaches and new ideas
from others, and made sure that others were in agreement. Leaders rated low
in their ability to communicate tended to concentrate only on getting their
message delivered. They gave their speech from their prepared presentation
but failed to ask for input from the audience on whether they agreed and how
they viewed the issue.

What Is the Key to Getting Managers to Develop Their Direct
Reports? In a recent conference of employee development experts from sev-
eral different companies, we asked the question, “What is the key to getting
managers to develop their direct reports?” Some of the recommended actions
were:

● Teach managers how to coach others.
● Do behavioral modeling skills training on how to have a

developmental discussion.
● Publish clear development pathways.
● Make the performance appraisal and improvement process more

developmental and less judgmental.
● Provide people with a model to help them understand how career

development works.
● Reward managers for employee development.
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We then asked how many of the companies were doing most of the activ-
ities on the list. Most companies indicated that their managers had been
taught, coached, provided a model, and rewarded; but that their organization
needed more. Based on our research, we found that leaders who were effec-
tive at developing others practiced self-development, whereas those who were
ineffective at developing others had little interest in developing themselves.
We then suggested, based on this research, that one of the best ways to get
managers interested in developing others was to make sure these managers
had a good development plan themselves.

This was confirmed from our experience in a large food company that pro-
vided a training program for managers and individual contributors on how to
create an individual development plan. In evaluating the effectiveness of the
individual development plans, it was found that those managers who were
interested in their own individual development were the ones most likely to
facilitate the creation of effective development plans with their direct reports.

Imagine a manager who feels that she is at a dead end in her career or has
no sense of what she might be doing in the future. What kind of career dis-
cussions would this leader have with her direct reports? She might be trying
hard to say the right words, but inside she would say to herself, “Why should
I give you career advice? If you get promoted, you will be at the same dead
end that I’m in. There is no future in this company.”

A good solution for making an organization more focused on people develop-
ment is to make sure that managers and leaders have a clear career plan and
developmental opportunities in their future. Leaders will act developmentally
if they are being developed.

How Do You Build a Great Team? Our analysis on the competency
companions to teamwork revealed that having trusting relationships is strongly
associated with good teamwork. Most relationships depend on trust as a basis
for the relationship. Teams without trust suffer from conflicts and competi-
tion between team members. Those leaders who were trusted also had the
following characteristics:

1. Consideration for others. A key behavior to leveraging trust is having a
high level of concern for how one’s behavior affects others. Often, lack
of consideration is demonstrated when deadlines or problems occur in
the group. It is easy to be considerate when everything is running
smoothly. Balancing the need to get the job done with sensitivity for
others’ needs and problems demonstrates true consideration.
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2. An open, friendly style. Trust is earned much easier when leaders 
are open and friendly rather than abrupt and dismissive. Those 
who are viewed as easy to get along with are also viewed as
trustworthy. Leaders who work hard to win people over to their
position rather than demanding that people accept their position 
also build trust.

3. Noncompetitive. As people go through school and finish college, they
often feel they are in constant competition with others. Grading on
the curve makes students view others as competitors who could hurt
their grade. As new employees begin work, entry-level jobs provide the
same context. Consulting firms hire hundreds of MBAs and inform
them that half will be weeded out in one or two years. Only 1 in 10
will make it to partner.

A key transition for leaders is moving from viewing others as
competitors to viewing others as team members. Behaviors that kill
trust include taking personal credit for the accomplishments of others
or being threatened by the success of other members of the work
group. Leaders show support for team members by backing them up
when they make an honest mistake and accepting blame for failures 
of the group rather than criticizing the performance of individual
team members.

4. Others have confidence in the leader’s abilities and knowledge.
Expertise builds trust. Having confidence in a leader’s ability to
achieve difficult goals is a key aspect of trust. In addition to being
friendly and considerate, being reliable and right is a critical aspect of
building trust with others.

5. Careful listening. It is interesting to note that there is a strong
relationship between listening and trust. Some people might believe
that you talk other people into trust. This finding suggests that
listening is a more powerful way to build trust.

6. Candor. A key ingredient of trust is honesty. Being frank and 
honest in dealing with other people is critical to building trusting
relationships. Telling people what they want to hear in an attempt 
to be nice or protect them from the truth only erodes trust in
relationships. Sometimes, information is confidential and cannot 
be shared with others. Leaders with candor can be straightforward
about the fact that they cannot share specific information.
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How Do You Inspire Others? When people think about inspiring others
to high performance, they often visualize giving people a locker-room–style pep
talk or waving a flag while leading others into battle. What might the compe-
tency companions to “inspiring others” be? Again, we did not find the obvious.5

As we have collected further data on leaders, our insights into inspiration have
been sharpened. Leaders who were rated as highly inspirational were also rated
with high scores in three categories of behaviors. First, they readily accept their
role as leader. They recognize that they are a role model, like it or not. They
are perceived as championing change and being out front in taking initiative.
The second characteristic they possess is an awareness and comfort with emo-
tion. They understand that human behavior is driven in large part by emotion.
These leaders have also come to realize that their emotions are extremely
contagious and that they can lift people to soaring new heights or depress them
to de-spirited lows.

The third category is six rather specific behaviors that inspiring leaders
selectively use. These begin with setting stretch goals. Others include pro-
viding clarity of direction and vision, being an effective communicator, devel-
oping others, encouraging teamwork and collaboration, and encouraging
innovation. It appears that inspirational leaders have faith in the people with
whom they work.

They believe that others are capable of great accomplishments. They
believe others will work hard, follow through on assignments, and do what-
ever is needed to accomplish goals. Having positive expectations of others pre-
disposes leaders to expect more, check less, and encourage people to give their
best. Having lofty expectations of others is closely related to inspiring them.

To get a more complete overview of how leaders can be more inspiring
review a subsequent book we have written called, The Inspiring Leader.5 For fur-
ther information on our research, visit our web-site at www.zengerfolkman.com.

Leading Organizational Change—The Final Tent Pole
What Is a Powerful Way to Get Others to Change? In our analysis of
competency companions for championing change, we found that leaders who
were good at creating change also were perceived as being willing to take risks
and challenge the status quo. Most people can identify with a change effort
where some senior leaders failed to fully support the change. It becomes much
easier to get people in an organization to behave in a particular way when the
leaders act as role models of the desired behavior. In fact, some change agents
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argue that it is virtually impossible for an organization to change its culture
until the behavior of its leaders is consistent with the values of the culture.
Leaders who were most effective about bringing about change were also
willing to challenge those who do not fully support the change effort.

When David Kearns was attempting to introduce a company-wide quality
initiative, two vice presidents remained carping critics of the program. Both
had been good performers in their roles, but Kearns constantly admonished
them to get on board. By not doing anything about these two dissidents,
Kearns would have sent the message that the quality change initiative was not
that important. He terminated them both and let the organization know that
it was because of their nonsupport of the quality initiative.

How Do You Get Leaders to Be the Antenna to the Outside World?
One key differentiating behavior that distinguished extraordinary leaders was
their ability to connect their organization to the outside world. As technology
and innovation affect every aspect of an organization, having a vision for what
is going on outside one’s own organization is critical for every successful
leader. Our analysis of competency companions for connecting to the outside
world found that a strong companion behavior was having a broad focus and
perspective.

One of the fascinating aspects of graduate education is that most graduate
programs continually narrow the focus of one’s study. An early indication that
a person has succeeded in life is that he has mastered a specific field. Individ-
ual contributors learn quickly that a key to success is oftentimes to narrow one’s
focus and become an expert in something. Many early experiences in a per-
son’s career reinforce that idea. What was helpful at one point in a career, how-
ever, frequently becomes an obstacle as people are promoted to leadership
positions that require broader responsibility and perspective. With a narrow
perspective, attempting to connect to the outside world is like looking at the
world through long tubes that only allow you to see a limited part of the world.
A broader perspective helps leaders to recognize the interrelationships among
various events and their impacts on technology, society, and government.

How Do I Get Others to Accept a New Strategic Course for My
Organization? Good strategists believe in logic and careful analysis. Many
believe they can win almost any argument and solve any problem with
enough analysis and good logic. They also typically believe that as long as a
strategy is logical, others will embrace the strategy. That is how they came to
embrace the strategy, so others ought to do the same.
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We found an interesting relationship between strategic perspective and self-
confidence. Leaders who were viewed as having excellent strategic perspec-
tive were also rated as having the ability to inspire and motive others. The
relationship here seems to be that in order to get others to believe in a new
strategy and direction it takes more than just compelling logic. Self-doubt,
hesitation, changing your mind, or introversion can take a well-analyzed, log-
ical strategic plan and turn it into a dead issue. Two critical issues are rele-
vant here in inspiring and motivating others to accept a new strategy and
direction.

First, the most powerful tool that leaders have is the use of emotion. Hav-
ing the ability to get others excited and passionate about a new direction is a
critical skill. People need to know the logic but they also need to feel the value
and power of a new strategy.

Second, leaders need to make sure that their actions are consistent with
the new direction. They need to be a role model and look carefully at all their
activities to ensure that their behavior is consistent with the new course of
action. When a new direction emphasizes controlling costs, leaders need to
take a very hard look at their personal expenditures to ensure that they are a
role model.

A New Approach to Development
Our competency companion research provides a unique perspective on how
leaders can change. Current approaches toward development encourage
people to develop linear development plans. Linear plans can be effective
especially if a person’s current level of performance is poor. Most linear plans
help leaders make the transition from poor to good. However, the major focus
of this book is helping leaders transition from good to great. The competency
companion research provides leaders with a new map on how to reach their
ultimate destination. This map provides alternate routes, which, for the most
part, are unintuitive.

These new routes come out of research. The statistical analysis indicated
that two behaviors were highly interrelated. We then looked for the rationale
of why the one behavior impacted the other. Often, when leaders try to build
exceptional effectiveness on specific competencies, it becomes difficult to find
an effective way to improve. When performance on a competency is good,
using a linear mind-set is useless because leaders already perform the com-
petency reasonably well. However, the nonlinear approach suggests that in
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order to be highly effective at competency A, I also need to be highly effective
at B and C.

Our experience in helping leaders develop strengths by looking through a
complete set of competency companions is that, typically, leaders will find
one or two of the companion behaviors in which their effectiveness is inade-
quate or where improving the level of performance on the companion behav-
ior would have a dramatic positive impact on the differentiating competency.
One leader commented: “The companion behaviors I needed to work on
stood out like a sore thumb. It was so obvious what was holding me back.”
Leaders can usually arrive at their own rationale for why performing poorly
on the companion behavior impacts the competency on which they are
working to develop exceptional strength. The added insight provided by the
competency companions is very powerful. Our analogy of the tent is useful
in understanding how companion behaviors impact overall perceptions of
leadership effectiveness.

Again, effective leaders have a great deal of tent in the air. The compan-
ion behaviors represent poles that are either nonexistent, short or in the wrong
place. By building the effectiveness of the companion behavior, more of the
tent is lifted into the air, and the overall perception of leadership effective-
ness is increased. Leaders who have experienced this approach have found it
to be a valuable tool in their efforts to make the transition from good managers
to great leaders.

To understand more about companion behaviors and obtain more infor-
mation on the competency companions go to www.zengerfolkman.com.
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9

A CASE STUDY IN
LEADERSHIP

DEVELOPMENT—THE U.S.
MARINE CORPS

Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and character. But if you must
be without one, be without strategy.

—General Norman Schwarzkopf

A question that continues to linger on most people’s minds is “Can you really
develop leaders?” “Aren’t they born that way?” The general population con-
tinues to wonder whether the thing called “leadership” is something
implanted at birth or if it can be developed. If it could be shown that even
one organization successfully transforms “regular” people into effective lead-
ers, that question could begin to disappear. One key reason for this chapter
describing the work of the U.S. Marine Corps is our attempt to put that ques-
tion to bed, once and for all, by describing an organization that successfully
develops leaders.
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Why the Marines?
Our specific interest in the Marine Corps as an example of success in 
developing leaders came from several sources. In the mid-1980s, one of the
authors came to know Pat Townsend, a retired Marine officer, a writer, and a
leadership development practitioner. Townsend frequently noted that the
Marines excelled in their ability to develop leadership and that no organiza-
tion on Earth had more experience in developing leadership than the mili-
tary. He urged that serious attention be paid to what the Marines did. In
hindsight, we fear that message fell on deaf ears. It was not a time when the
military was held in high esteem. Time passed, however, and in 1998 articles
about the Marines began to appear in national publications.

Then one of the most useful pieces of original research to be produced 
on the topic of leadership was conducted by a partnership of McKinsey and 
Company, Inc., and The Conference Board. The objective of the research was
to understand the genesis of energized workforces, which they defined as “any
group of employees whose emotional commitment enables them to make or
deliver products or services that constitute a sustainable competitive advan-
tage for their employer.”1 This became a three-year effort involving a large
research team. Organizations studied included Avon Products, First USA,
Inc., The Home Depot, Johnson Controls, KFC, Marriott International,
McKinsey and Company, Inc., Southwest Airlines, Texas Instruments, 3M,
the U.S. Marines Corps, and the Vail Resorts, to name a few.

Our interest in that research stems largely from the insights it provides
about leadership, as a key factor in producing an energized workforce. If 
leadership is ultimately measured by results, then an important intervening
variable is the energized or mobilized workforce.

When asked about the merits of all the leadership development processes that
he had observed, Jon Katzenbach, the research team’s leader, unhesitatingly
replied, “In my opinion, the best leadership development process in the world
is at the U.S. Marine Corps.” Many of his insights regarding that process have
been published.2 Earlier, David Freedman wrote an extensive review of the
Marines’ approach to leadership development in an article in Inc. magazine.3

Tom Clancy wrote a book, Marine, that gave a detailed and inside view of
a Marine Expeditionary Unit.4 We now seek to link the insights of their
research with our own.

It is our conclusion that the Marines have come to use several extremely
powerful leadership development practices. They arrived at this through their
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long experience and seeing what worked, rather than coming at it primarily
from any scientific research study. We feel that our findings, primarily from
an empirical research perspective, are solidly confirmed by the Marines’ expe-
rience. And in addition to the fundamental principles, the Marines have
developed practical methods through which to apply these concepts. The 
confirmation of the underlying truths may not be half as important as their
practical experience in making them work.

Two Leadership Groups
There are two distinct groups of Marine leaders to be considered.

1. The Marines recruit young men and women to join the Corps, and
their development path generally takes them to becoming
noncommissioned officers. A small percentage is later sent to college,
often to the U.S. Naval Academy, to become officer candidates, but
they are the exceptions.

2. Most officer candidates are recruited from colleges, and the Corps
recruits the brightest and most qualified people they can obtain.

The Talent Base for Noncommissioned Officers
The Marines do a good job of recruiting, maybe the best of all the military
services. They assign some of their best people to staff local recruiting offices.
Nine out of 10 applicants are rejected, and they will not accept high school
dropouts or someone with a GED certificate. The recruiters contact more
than 250 young people to find one qualified candidate.

However, the Marines make no pretense of getting the best and brightest
young people coming out of our finest high schools and colleges as recruits.
The reality is that their recruits, for whatever reason, have usually decided not
to go on to college. Seldom was the recruit the student body president or the
class valedictorian. Only in rare cases have the recruits distinguished them-
selves through some remarkable achievement in their schooling or extracur-
ricular activities. Many recruits have had minor convictions (most often traffic
violations), and casual use of alcohol and drugs is common. A large percent-
age comes from troubled homes. Female recruits have often been subjected
to some form of abuse in their homes. Approximately 50 percent of the
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women ultimately describe having had an abusive upbringing. All the usual
predictors of success are not generally present in this group of recruits. Yet
many of them are transformed into effective leaders after a two- to three-year
period of time and go on to display remarkable leadership skills as their careers
continue. It is for that reason we felt it important to include this description
of this organization’s success in leadership development. In short, it can be
done. Leaders can be made.

The Talent Base for Commissioned Officers
The commissioned officers of the U.S. Marine Corps are college graduates.
A few officers come out of the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis, but the num-
ber is usually less than one-tenth of the Corps’ need. Most officers have been
recruited from a variety of colleges in the United States.

These officer candidate recruits go to Officer Candidate School at 
Quantico, Virginia. Their course roughly parallels that of the general recruits,
but with more emphasis on leadership development and other operational
skills required of an officer. Their training is equally as physically demanding,
and the hours per day are just as long. They must learn to use a rifle just like
any other Marine, and they must also pass an annual physical fitness test like
every other Marine. This group is also transformed into effective leaders. The
percentage of success and the short time involved far eclipse that of any pri-
vate-sector organization. We can learn a number of important lessons from
the Marines’ approach.

Lessons from the Marines’Approach
Development Begins with Understanding the Unique Leadership Tasks
Required. Leadership is a team effort rather than a solo performance. The
Marines’ emphasis on teams cascades through their leadership development.
They pair a highly seasoned noncommissioned officer with a newly appointed
lieutenant and allow the two of them to work together for several months. This
eliminates many mistakes. The new officer has a sounding board with whom
to think about strategies or tactics.

Jason Santamaria recounts his own experience of being put in charge of a
125-man combat unit.5 He gave orders to have the troops issued gas masks
and clean rifles in the same afternoon. That caused all of the Marines to miss
dinner. An experienced first sergeant gave Santamaria useful feedback. 
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He explained that his mistake had occurred from his failure to consult with
the experienced leaders (noncommissioned officers) of the unit. From then
on, Santamaria noted that he faithfully consulted with these seasoned lead-
ers. That is a lesson in leadership that does not often get mentioned in a con-
ventional MBA program.

Tom Clancy wrote about the development process for noncommissioned
officers. He said, “As a Staff Sergeant you will probably be assigned that most
dreaded of duties, a new 2nd Lieutenant to watch over and hopefully make
into a useful officer.”6 The commissioned officers learn to rely heavily on their
staff of noncommissioned officers.

Everyone Is on the Team. Daniel Freedman described the Marines’ cul-
ture in these terms, as he told of a complex mission being planned by a
Colonel Moore. “Moore will make the final decision among the three [alter-
natives being proposed], though he not only allows disagreement but practi-
cally demands it. This is standard Marine thinking; enlisted men and women
and officers alike are expected to express concern about questionable deci-
sions and orders, and one of the biggest mistakes an officer can make is to
ignore or squelch such questioning.”7

In fact, one of the common myths of leadership is that they go off by them-
selves, devise a clever strategy, and then come back to the organization and
announce it to the eagerly awaiting masses. Leaders have often been reluc-
tant to seek others’ opinions about organization structure or long-range strat-
egy, feeling that these were things they alone should be doing. Their belief is
that to involve others would be a sign of weakness. Fortunately, that idea has
undergone major change. Today, the most sophisticated leaders recognize
that they are not expected to have all of the answers or to define the strategy
of the organization by themselves.

Leaders Must Be Able to Cope with Rapidly Changing Leadership
Patterns. The Marines are clear about the oscillation that occurs in organi-
zations between highly collaborative, team-based organizations in contrast
with situations that call for a strong, single leader. Effective leaders must be
able to recognize the difference and to function comfortably in either situa-
tion. Katzenbach and Santamaria argue that “clarity creates trust.”8

Private-sector executives are fond of talking about their management team,
when in reality it has few functions of a true team. Good leaders know the dif-
ference, can function well in either environment, and can act as a follower
in another single-leader work group. Part of their training involves planning
a complex mission, and then shortly before executing it, having the roles and
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responsibilities of the group changed. For example, the patrol leader becomes
the medic, and a new patrol leader comes into the group. Circumstances
change rapidly, and everyone must be prepared to deal with rapid change.

Leadership Requires the Use of Peer Discipline and Pressure. Not 
wanting to let your peers down is a more powerful motivation to a Marine
than not disappointing an officer. In private-sector corporations, the empha-
sis is more often on pleasing a boss.

“Proving” behavior is pervasive in the business world, and it involves the
individual having a strong need to look good in the eyes of a boss. Because of
that, the discipline from the organization comes largely from the person who
can hire and fire you.

The Marines, in contrast, emphasize group discipline. It has long been rec-
ognized that their primary motivation is to protect their comrades. Discipline
ensures a deep commitment to the organization, to the unit, and to comrades.
Thus, the strongest motivational forces come from within each person and
the relationship with colleagues.

Leadership Involves Planning andd Performing Under Intense Time
Pressure. The Marines train people to plan a mission down to the smallest
detail, but the planning process is often compressed into a few hours. David
Freedman describes one exercise he witnessed at Camp Pendleton in these
words: “The Marines don’t know what awaits them on shore, but they are con-
fident that six hours of planning and preparing have left them better equipped
to face it than most military units would be after six months.” He goes on to
note, “The art of a hard strike drawn up and delivered at lightning speed may
once have seemed as far removed from the domain of a business as a moon
shot. But with month-long high-tech-product life cycles, just-in-time manu-
facturing operations and overnight global currency crashes, the business world
might just be coming around to the Marines’ point of view.”9

Speed is of the essence in the Marines’ world. They prefer the benefits of
a 70 percent solution that, though imperfect, can be reached immediately.
Their position is that rapidly executed, mediocre decisions at least stand some
chance of success. Those who are on the scene of the battle can often correct
any flaws. The 70 percent decision implemented now is always better than a
100 percent decision implemented late.

Leadership Demands Reducing Complexity to Manageable Simplicity.
The Marines are dedicated to a “rule of three.” They organize using this 
principle, so that a corporal has a three-person firing team, a sergeant has three
firing teams reporting to him, a lieutenant and a sergeant have a platoon that
consists of three squads, and so it continues upward.
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The same principle is applied to strategy and tactics. When confronted by
a situation with seemingly infinite alternatives, the leader is taught to narrow
them down to three plausible alternatives. (The Corps experimented once
with changing the number to four, and noted that people’s effectiveness sank
dramatically.) Having defined three reasonable scenarios, the task is then to
analyze these and select the best one.

When receiving an assignment, the Marines are taught to take time to
define an order’s “essence.” They work hard to put the order in its simplest
form, relevant to all who participate, and yet to keep the statement brief. In
some ways this is analogous to a vision or mission statement in a company,
though it is more operational.

Then the Marines are taught to pause, to determine the team’s strengths
and potential weaknesses in carrying out the mission, to state clearly the
assumptions that are being made (e.g., that the enemy will not use nuclear or
biological warfare), and to define the actions they must not take (killing civil-
ians, destroying historic buildings, or alienating the local population) and the
information they need to execute the mission.

Contrast with Leadership Tasks 
in Business and Industry
The Marines have some leadership tasks that may differ in emphasis from
those in business. The point is that they have successfully designed their lead-
ership development around those unique requirements.

In the private sector, there may be more emphasis on the need for the
leader to perform a wide variety of tasks, such as:

● Create a vision for the group
● Affirm values
● Define a strategy
● Inspire and motivate people
● Step back to see the big picture, see large realities
● Anticipate the future, think long term
● Resolve interdepartmental conflicts
● Allocate resources
● Connect the group with the outside world
● Influence people in wide circles
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● Explain to stakeholder groups the reasons for various actions
● Serve as a symbol/perform symbolic acts

Obviously, many of the leadership functions in the Marines are exactly the
same. Inspiring and motivating people are necessary in both situations. Focus-
ing on results is required in both. The leadership development content and
processes must address the needed tasks or processes, but these are no more
complex in the private sector than those faced by the Marines.

Leadership Attributes
Are the fundamental attributes required of a leader in the Marine Corps
the same as those required in a private-sector firm or in a government
agency? In earlier chapters, we described our research on necessary attrib-
utes. We now compare them with those the Marine Corps leaders need to
develop.

Character. Much of the entire induction and training process in the
Marines is designed to inculcate a new set of core values. These emphasize
a strict code of honor and honesty. The process begins as recruits are inducted
and then sent to the Parris Island training center. Each new recruit is asked
if there is anything in his or her background that would keep him or her from
serving effectively as a Marine. The recruits are told that any lies detected
after this point will be grounds for immediate dismissal. However, an admis-
sion of some past mistake will generally be worked out in a way that will not
damage their career.

If an officer suggests that an enlisted person fudge the truth, the officer
can be called to task by the enlisted person. One visitor was about to board
a helicopter, and as he was being escorted aboard, a message came that the
necessary paperwork for this visitor had not been completed. Getting it done
would delay the flight. An officer said to the messenger, “We could just act
as if the order came too late.” The messenger looked the officer squarely in
the eye and said, “But that would not be correct, sir.” The officer smiled,
and said, “You are absolutely right, we’ll wait for the proper paperwork to
be completed.” This emphasis on character produces leaders who are
trusted. Leaders ask nothing that they are not willing to do themselves. The
entire training process emphasizes tenacity and persistence in the face of
tough obstacles.
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Marines practice self-development. Their overall development process 
creates enthusiasm and pride and generates a philosophy of continual
improvement. The emphasis on absolute honesty and candor is so strong that
it caused at least one observer to wonder if the values of the Marines are not
deviating significantly from those of our society at large.

The personal character dimension of leadership is defined by a set of prin-
ciples that guide Marines’ conduct. The Marines created a book of leadership
principles, and new recruits are expected to memorize 11 leadership principles.
These are the touchstone for all discussions on proper leadership behavior.

Personal Capability. The development process builds the necessary
knowledge about the overall organization, as well as required technical
knowledge about several functional areas. It teaches a rigor in problem solv-
ing and analyzing thorny issues and does that via countless specific exam-
ples presented by senior officers. These sessions consume 50 hours a month
for six months. Through planning multiple missions in short time spans,
leaders learn to sharpen their problem-solving techniques. Being in a feed-
back-rich environment ensures that people will learn ways to improve their
own effectiveness. Innovation is encouraged through a culture that does not
punish failure or tell people exactly how to do things but that emphasizes
desired end states.

On a more mundane yet important level, Marine officers learn to dress the
part. Whether acting as a recruiter, when dress uniforms are often worn in
public gatherings, or as a drill instructor wearing an immaculate uniform and
the “Smokey Bear” hat, how the leader is dressed is important. Along with
dress, one personal capability that officers develop is a command voice.
Clancy writes, “Like the famous ‘rebel yell’ of the Civil War, it is impossible
to describe, but you know it when you hear it.” Clancy notes that every drill
instructor and Series Commander has developed this voice, and that it makes
every statement, comment, or order given to the new recruit “sound like the
voice of God himself. The first time you experience a drill instructor in full
regalia and command voice is something you never forget.”10

Over time, the Marines seek to broaden the horizons of their people. They
encourage further education, including going to college. The Marines often
pay for attendance at a university. Some are encouraged to seek a commission
as an officer by attending the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis.

Focus on Results. The objective of every method of leadership development
is to provide the tools for accomplishing strategic goals. As suggested earlier,
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this begins with the process of carefully defining the essence of the mission,
creating three meaningful alternatives, selecting one of those for implemen-
tation, defining the desired end state, analyzing the strengths and weaknesses
of the team that will execute the mission, defining what must not occur,
preparing a detailed plan of implementation, and it ends with executing the
plan. All of this is designed to give the aspiring officer the tools with which to
produce better results.

Interpersonal Skills. One Marine officer who was visiting a private-sector
company was stunned to observe that the manager did not know the employ-
ees’ names. The Marine remarked that he was expected not only to know the
names of his people, but also to know the names of all their family members.
We describe elsewhere the emphasis on courageous and frank dialogue.
Marines treat each other like family. During training they are taught always
to be alert to ways to prevent accidents, always to help a fellow Marine, and
they often refer to each other as “sister” or “brother.” Relationships are char-
acterized by trust and mutual respect. Honest but civil dialogue is encouraged.
There is also a strong emphasis on team activities and extensive communica-
tion within the team.

Leading Organizational Change. At lower levels in the organization, the
Marines’ development process puts leaders in an operating role but does not
emphasize the processes for bringing about organizational change. Execut-
ing missions effectively is what we have earlier described as Stage III behav-
ior, but is not the visionary, statesman role, nor the role of transforming the
culture. The reality of most organizations is that they need a limited number
of such people. Senior officers in the Corps are trained to think and act on a
larger scale and a longer-term basis.

The Processes and Tools of Leadership
Development
The Marine Corps techniques for developing leaders provide several valuable
lessons.

People Development Requires a Significant Commitment of Time from
Many in the Organization. The Marines invest enormous amounts of time
and organizational resource in their leadership development process. The pri-
vate sector, if it becomes serious about developing stronger leadership, must
begin by greatly increasing the emphasis placed on the training of new 
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people. Every future leader must be inculcated with the mission and values
of the organization. Research has shown that thoughtfully conducted new
employee orientation not only improves immediate productivity but also
increases the length of time people stay with the organization. Plus, better-
trained employees in turn create more satisfied clients, which in turn produce
greater profitability for a business.

The Marines’ time commitment to develop first-level managers provides a
similar contrast with prevailing practices in the private sector. Years ago, com-
panies provided one- to two-week programs for people who had been indi-
vidual contributors to prepare them to take on a new role as supervisors or
first-level managers. Today there is an enormous push to reduce time off the
job. Organizations are striving to have development days cut to hours, and
hours cut to 20-minute snippets of learning. A large number of organizations
provide no formal development to newly appointed supervisors or managers.

In contrast, the Marines send officer candidates to Quantico, Virginia, for
a 10-week stint of development. There they are exposed to both theoretical as
well as practical information about leadership and a variety of skill-building
activities.

Leaders Need to Find Their Natural Strengths and Not Be Forced into
an Unnatural Mold Created by the Organization. The Marines’ approach
to leadership development is quite different from the stereotypes that exist
about how the military develops officers. Rather than being rigid and insist-
ing that everyone perform in a similar style or process, the Marines under-
stand that there are many effective leadership patterns. The Marines have
discovered that some of their leaders succeed because of their technical expert-
ise. Others are powerful team builders. Still others excel in their organiza-
tional skills. Some are extraordinary in their ability to see the potential in
people and their ability to bring it out. Rather than force-fit their leaders into
any one mold, those responsible for leadership development observe the 
natural strengths and encourage the leader to magnify that quality. By plac-
ing officer candidates in demanding situations, seasoned observers can spot
leadership strengths and weaknesses. Their process is exactly opposite of what
many would assume. Their emphasis is on helping potential officers find their
own voice and magnify their natural tendencies.

Leadership Is Best Developed with Highly Engaging Learning Meth-
ods. Nearly everything the Marines do in their leadership development
process is highly involving, not merely academic. Leaders make plans under
severe time pressure and then execute them. Some methods are physical. 
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For example, aspiring leaders are given the challenge of getting a wounded 
comrade across a small river, reported to be mined, with only a few boards
and some rope.

Other assignments are more cerebral. A challenging mission is defined for
them and they must come up with three detailed alternative courses of action
in the next six hours and then choose the best alternative from the three.

At the conclusion of a project, the group engages in an “after action review”
that focuses on what went well and how it could have been improved. This
is one of the most powerful learning devices the Marines and other military
services use. It is a perfect example of team-based leadership. In this process,
everyone involved in a mission comes together and psychologically takes off
their stripes, and they conduct a totally open, candid discussion of what went
well and what could have been improved. These detailed reviews provide an
extremely valuable learning process and emphasize the democratic nature of
the organization. The format for this review involves a detailed discussion of
questions such as:

● What was our intent?
● What actually happened?
● Why did that happen?
● What can we learn from those events?
● What actions should we take now in preparation for future, similar

events?

Action Learning Projects
The bulk of the entire development process includes a variety of extremely
engaging activities, and their power comes from the fact that they are highly
practical, relevant to the job the Marines will actually be performing, and
require a physical or visceral involvement that replicates the actual missions
they will later perform. During a 10-week-long development program, learn-
ing teams carry out a mind-boggling 27 missions, ranging from setting up a
humanitarian aid station to a more traditional assault.

Contrast that with the pattern of many executive development programs,
in which the participants listen to lectures, are given extensive lists of books
and articles to read, see videotapes, and discuss cases presented by the faculty.
The level of action required, and the emotional engagement with the activi-
ties, is extremely different from the Marines’ approach.
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More sophisticated programs in industry are moving toward higher levels
of involvement, including simulations, task forces dedicated to important
company issues, and action learning projects that are extremely engaging to
the participants.

Teaching Leadership with Personally Related Stories
The Marines have senior officers tell stories to aspiring second lieutenants of
how they personally handled a challenging situation. One officer related how
he was given the assignment to secure a merchant ship at sea, after the fall of
Saigon. The ship was full of refugees, and the assignment was to secure the
ship from the deserting South Vietnamese soldiers who were seizing ships and
killing the crews. The officer had never had such an assignment before, but
he applied the principles he had been taught about securing buildings. In
general, start at the top floor, so that you can drop down on opponents, and
move faster downward than they can climb upward to you. Further, hand
grenades do not bounce back down on to you.

This riveting story of a challenging assignment provided a powerful teach-
ing device to implant the principle of shifting decision making to the people
who are closest to the action.

And recounting “stories” of how they accomplished a challenging mission,
such as overtaking an enemy boat on the sea in stormy weather, provides
opportunity to explain the thought processes that went into planning the 
mission as well as the details of its execution. At the Marines’ basic school,
nearly 300 hours over a six-month period are dedicated to having instructors
relate their stories to the aspiring leaders. It is their belief that by digesting this
extraordinary number of case examples, the young lieutenants begin to induc-
tively develop guiding principles of behavior regarding the best approach to
challenging assignments.

Leadership Development Requires Information and Knowledge about
Leadership. The Marines have approximately 100 books on a recommended
reading list. The aspiring leaders are required to read them, and these books
are discussed in more academic sessions. These texts are taken seriously, and
officer candidates are expected to have read and understood them. There is
also an official Marine Corps manual with which people are expected to be
highly conversant. It is the one book from which everyone must be able to
quote chapter and verse.

Leadership Versattility Is Developed by Cross Training in Areas Outside
One’s Area of Expertise. Lawyers are assigned infantry units to command,
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while an infantry commander is transferred to head up a supply unit.
Although there is clearly some sacrifice of short-term productivity, there is an
enormous long-term gain in having a cadre of leaders exposed to other areas
and who can move from one venue to another with no serious lapse in 
performance.

Who is Responsible for Leadership 
Development?
Everyone Assumes Responsibility for Leadership Development. As noted
earlier, the noncommissioned officers feel responsible for developing new
lieutenants. The gunnery sergeants feel responsible for developing the lead-
ership skills of the sergeants under them. This is not an afterthought. It is a
significant part of everyone’s responsibility. The Marines believe that every-
one must be taught to lead, because one never knows when the appointed
leader may be wounded or killed, and the mission must go on.

Leadership Development Is Most Successsful When Conducted by the
Most Effective Senior Members of Management. We observe that in most
corporations, trainers are junior people, hired specifically for that role. More
often than not, they have had little or no line experience. There are occa-
sional exceptions. Some organizations enlist line managers to serve as train-
ers, and the research on that practice has consistently shown that such trainers
produce superior results to those whose role is just training.

A new supervisory training system was being implemented in a group of
health care institutions. The organization was agreeable to measuring the
results of this new program. Measures included the change in behavior dis-
played by the supervisors, as seen by the subordinates over a six-month period
after the training. This was measured through questionnaires completed by
the subordinates. Measurements were taken within three large institutions
involving hundreds of supervisors.

In one hospital, the results were a quantum leap above the other two. Yet
exactly the same program was delivered in each, with exactly the same amount
of time being dedicated to it.

Those conducting the research could find only one difference between the
organization with such strong results and the other two.

The person who conducted nearly all of the sessions in the organization
with the strongest results was the hospital administrator. It appeared that 
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having his personal interest in the process, and the emphasis that his presence
gave the program, made an important difference.

No one pretends that these senior leaders are more effective in the class-
room, if judged by presentation skills, facilitation skills, or knowledge of the
theory. However, they bring credibility and practical know-how. They can tell
powerful stories of their personal experiences.

The Marines choose their instructors from the top 25 percent of noncom-
missioned officers. To become a noncommissioned officer (staff sergeant)
takes between 8 and 12 years and then an additional 4 to 6 years to become
a “gunny” (gunnery sergeant). It is from this group that the drill instructors
are chosen. And of this group, only 80 percent get through the demanding
development process. However, the impact they have on impressionable
recruits is incalculable.

Tom Clancy wrote in his book, Marine, about the graduation ceremony
from the final phase of recruit training. He descried how the new Marines
rushed to introduce their family and friends to their drill instructor. “Thanks
for getting me through Boot Camp” was a frequently expressed sentiment. He
then noted watching parents express profound thanks to the drill instructors
for the change they saw in their sons and daughters. Clancy writes, “I defy you
to watch this moment and not shed a tear or two. I did.”11

These lessons learned by the Marines can easily be migrated to the private
sector. Over a year’s time, senior “trainers” can have an indelible impact on 100
to 500 people. They do it in different ways. Roger Enrico, a former CEO of
PepsiCo, spent one week with groups of younger executives, both sharing his
ideas and seeking their views about how to develop the business. He attributed
that process with producing many of the best ideas for developing PepsiCo’s
success. He testifies that this was some of the best time he spent as CEO.

For many years, Andy Grove, who was then the CEO of Intel, participated
in the company’s supervisory development program. When asked how he
could take time to engage in that activity, he told the inquirer, “Where else
could I spend time that would have that much lasting impact on the people
who make our organization succeed?” It is a powerful message when the 
senior-most person in a firm takes people development seriously.

Unfortunately, those are more the exception than the rule. In general, we
observe that while the chairmen and CEOs of large organizations are the ones
who seem most worried about the development of their people, the amount
of time they spend doing that is sometimes miniscule. Worse yet, the rest of
the senior leadership group seems generally uninvolved in any organizational
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leadership development process. In most private-sector organizations, 
development is most often viewed as someone else’s job, usually someone in
Human Resources.

Leadership Development Both Shapes 
and Reflects the Culture of the Organization
Leadership Development Begins with the Policies and Values of the
Organization. For starters, does the organization believe in promoting from
within, or does it normally go outside to fill key positions? This fundamental
practice becomes the foundation for the need for leadership development
activities and affects the level of seriousness with which it is taken.

The Marines take great pride in recruiting a larger percentage of their offi-
cers from the enlisted ranks than do any of the other services. They have
adopted a “Grow Our Own” program that expresses their emphasis on pro-
motions from within.

Leadership Deveelopment Must Be Taken Seriously by the Entire
Organization, Not Just a Few People in a Development Function. Although
nearly every corporate leader would pronounce that people are the firm’s most
important asset, most observers do not see actions that reflect that. In many
firms, earnings come first, whereas in others customer satisfaction leads out.
We seldom encounter organizations in which people believe they come first.

Marine leaders go to great length to practice people development. They
give personal attention to every officer candidate and to every aspiring non-
commissioned officer. They consider it a failure when one drops out. They
strive to enhance people’s self-esteem. Setbacks and challenges are seen merely
as feedback and not as grounds for eliminating someone.

Leadership Development Includes Everyone, Not Just a Few Elite,
So-Called High-Pottential People. In contrast with most businesses, which
go to much expense to test and assess people in an attempt to identify future
executives, the Marines train everyone to lead. They don’t build a gulf
between followers and leaders but assume instead that everyone should be
trained to lead.

The high level of commitment to people development takes the form of
doing as much for the people in the bottom half of the bell-shaped curve as
for those in the top half of the curve. We think this practice can go a long way
toward creating commitment and loyalty in any organization. Rather than
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waiting for people to fail and then gleefully seeing them depart, the Marines
work hard to keep anyone from failing and measure success by the high 
portion of people making it successfully through their training process.

The contrast between this policy and that of many private-sector compa-
nies could not be more stark.

Continual Improvement in the Quality of the Workforce Occurs through
Development, Not Eliminatioon. Many corporations proudly announce their
policy of evaluating everyone on a regular basis and then each year systemati-
cally eliminate the bottom 10 to 20 percent. That has been one of the favorite
human resource policies of some of the legendary “tough” executives.

This policy contains a number of serious drawbacks, terrible negative con-
sequences to the organization, and is inherently unfair. This “rank and spank”
philosophy deserves serious questioning.

First, it assumes that managers are accurate in their appraisal of subordi-
nates’ performance, despite a large body of evidence to the contrary. The con-
sistency of performance appraisals is notoriously low. In some situations good
data exist, but those are more the exception than the rule.

Second, it penalizes employees working for an executive who has recruited
an exceptionally talented group of people. The first person to be terminated
in Group A may be more productive and capable than the person in Group
B who is at the midpoint of that group, simply because Group A consisted of
an exceptionally talented group of people to start with.

Third, it assumes that people are static and incapable of development. Yet
most of us have seen people make significant changes in their performance
over time.

Fourth, it assumes that the nature of the job people have been given, the
influence of the group around them, and relationships with the immediate
manager are all of no consequence. It defines the individual as the only vari-
able in the equation.

Fifth, it pits people in the organization against each other, rather than
establishing a performance standard to be reached. It is management’s admis-
sion that they are not able to set up an accurate performance standard by
which to judge people, so the surrogate for doing that is to create a list and
arbitrarily cut off the bottom 10 percent.

Sixth, this “proving” orientation has been shown to diminish risk taking
and encourages people to be cautious and tentative in their work. People
working in such environments are more prone to do just what they are told
and not seek to learn from their work.
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Such a policy works when there is an unlimited supply of people seeking
to work for an organization, because of its prestige, its high compensation, or
some other factor. Elite universities practice this with junior faculty.

However, the time has come to seriously challenge the wisdom of this 
policy. Turnover is costly. Good people are hard to find and expensive to
develop. The impact of this policy has never been fully measured.

Terminating poor performers who refuse to work hard and tenaciously is
clearly the right thing to do, but arbitrarily terminating the bottom 10 to 
20 percent of the workforce each year is not the most enlightened policy.
Harsh treatment of people is no longer acceptable. As the late Andrall Pearson
noted, “People have so many more options than they used to. They can
leave—and you can’t find more talent just by turning over the next log. Sec-
ond, that kind of treatment demoralizes people.”12

The Marines, and other organizations, have demonstrated that you can
work hard to have everyone succeed. Weeding out the bottom 10 percent is
not the most effective way to achieve a highly productive workforce.

Diversity Should Be Encouraged, Not Discouraged. Large corporations
develop criteria for selecting future executives. This usually involves an analy-
sis of the competencies displayed by the current executive group, so new peo-
ple are chosen exactly in their image. This process screens out the maverick,
innovative person who does not fit the mold, but who may be exactly what
the organization needs. Indeed, Clayton Christensen, in his highly applauded
book, The Innovator’s Dilemma, has noted that the decline of so many large
organizations may be attributed to the inbred nature of their leadership and
the formulaic approach they took to running the institution. “Good manage-
ment was the most powerful reason [these leading firms] failed to stay atop
their industries. Precisely because these firms listened to their customers,
invested aggressively in technologies that would provide their customers more
and better products of the sort they wanted, and because they carefully stud-
ied market trends and systematically allocated investment capital to innova-
tions that promised the best returns, they lost positions of leadership.”13

Everyone Should Be Trained to Be an Effective Leader. Social scientists
and management experts have long argued that seldom was one person the
leader and everyone else a follower. Indeed, leadership is a function or set of
behaviors that often gets passed around in a group. The person with the lofti-
est title and supposed power is no longer the one with all the answers and is
seldom the one to define the strategy as a solo performance. Given the 
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knowledge that leadership indeed gets passed around, the Marines’ approach
to training everyone to be an effective leader is the most logical one.

Brigadier General Douglas O’Dell was describing the new Marine Expe-
ditionary Brigade antiterrorist battalion, created in the aftermath of the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. He remarked, “This is, in my view, not
a general’s war, a colonel’s war, or a captain’s war. This is a corporal’s war. It
will be fought in back alleys and on rooftops around the world by small units
and individual units of Marines.”14

Let’s enumerate some of the benefits of the broad-scale development of
leadership.

● Employee commitment soars. Imagine the effect on the level of
commitment of everyone in the organization if they realize that the
organization really cares about them and is willing to invest in their
development. Retention research consistently shows a high level of
correlation between people staying with an organization and
opportunities for development.

● Bench strength increases. Calculate the value of the bench strength
this process produces. The organization can now reach everywhere
and find people trained on the basics of leadership behavior. No
longer is the organization held hostage by a few high potentials whose
threats to leave become grounds for enormous concessions or
exceptions.

● Overlooked talent is discovered. We contend that some extremely
successful leaders would have been overlooked under the usual
processes of selection. This way, everyone has an opportunity to be
grounded in good leadership principles, and because of hard work and
tenacity, some “late bloomers” will show up as great leaders in the
future.

● The culture is reinforced. The exposure of everyone to senior officers
of the company most certainly builds the leadership skills of the junior
people but also reinforces the culture. Nothing is as powerful as
models of behavior, but often the officials of an organization remain
very removed and distant from the front-line people. The influence
that comes from close contact over many hours is orders of magnitude
greater than listening to a prepared speech from an executive in the
company cafeteria.
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● The organization can be flatter. The Marine’s have 8.7 enlisted
personnel per officer, in contrast with the U.S. Air Force’s 4 per officer
or the U.S. Army’s 5 to each officer.

Leaders Should Be Held Accountable for the Level of Commitment and
Morale of Their People. In the private sector, we have had the strange notion
that while the corporation owned all of the hard assets, money, and intellec-
tual property, managers could do whatever they chose with their people. Some
have been reluctant to conduct company-wide employee attitude surveys, lest
they be seen as intruding on the leaders’ domains. We contend that the com-
pany needs to know of declining morale, and managers should be held
accountable for any degeneration in commitment and loyalty to the firm. And
leaders need to be accountable for developing leaders in their sphere of
responsibility.

Leadeership Development Requires a Feedback-Rich Environment That
Emphasizes Learning from Failure, Ratherr Than Punishment for Mistakes.
One of the keys to the Marines’ leadership experience is an environment that
creates receptivity to, and provides an ample supply of, feedback. The culture
is extremely tolerant of failure, realizing that failure is the most powerful
teacher.

Leadership Development Occurs Best in an Egalitarian Culture. The
Marines emphasize the need for open, frank debate on all decisions. That dia-
logue occurs only when the culture reinforces an attitude in which authority
can be challenged with no negative consequences. It also requires a culture
in which leaders specify end results but refrain from telling people the means
by which tasks are to be accomplished. This develops initiative and creativ-
ity, along with a high sense of ownership.

CONCLUSION
It is obvious that over the 234 years of the Marine Corps’ existence, the Corps
has learned a great deal about developing leaders. The Marine Corps’ expe-
rience has shaped its views regarding the real requirements of leadership, as
well as the optimum ways to select and develop its leaders. Its experience in
developing leaders appears to have shaped its culture, just as its strong cul-
ture has molded its practices of leadership development. Because of the
Corps’ extraordinary skills and resourcefulness, Marines transport the 
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president and guard embassies around the world, in addition to being called
on for the most challenging special assignments. The Marine Corps’ success
serves as an extremely valuable model for corporations to study. Although it
may be premature to advise anyone to adopt their ways “lock, stock, and bar-
rel,” it appears that any organization that is serious about developing people
can learn a great deal from the U.S. Marine Corps. The Marines prove lead-
ers can be developed.

For further information about the key ingredients of effective leadership
development programs, visit our web-site at www.zengerfolkman.com and
access the “Products and Services” link.
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10

WHAT INDIVIDUALS DO TO
BECOME GREAT LEADERS

All over this country, in corporations and government agencies, there are
millions of executives who imagine that their place on the organization
chart has given them a body of followers. And of course it hasn’t. It has
given them subordinates. Whether the subordinates become followers
depends on whether the executives act like leaders.

—John Gardner

The most dangerous leadership myth is that leaders are born—that there is a
genetic factor to leadership. Myth asserts that people simply either have
certain charismatic qualities or not. That’s nonsense; in fact, the opposite
is true. Leaders are made rather than born.

—Warren G. Bennis

The Age-Old Questions
When the subject turns to leadership, someone inevitably asks the question,
“Well, aren’t leaders born that way?” Then comes, “Can I really make myself a
better leader?” The questions arise so frequently from savvy and well-intentioned
people, we feel the need to address them yet one more time.
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On the One Hand
We begin by acknowledging that there is a legitimate point of view in arguing
that leaders are born that way. The revered guru of management, Peter
Drucker, wrote in The Practice of Management that “leadership cannot be
taught or learned.”1 Added to that is a long series of studies on the personality
dimensions of leadership and the strong evidence that personality does not
change a great deal over a person’s lifetime. Other researchers have analyzed
the profound influence of parents and their role in shaping the values of a
child’s willingness to take on responsibility, and the role that has in the child’s
developing leadership abilities. Those characteristics appear to change little
over a lifetime.

Harrison Gough, the eminent University of California at Berkeley 
psychologist, has noted that the “dominance” scale of his California Psycho-
logical Inventory is a strong predictor of being selected as a leader. Other 
psychological tests have been used successfully to select leaders. Leadership
abilities are often first exhibited in junior high school, high school, and col-
lege. Longitudinal studies of leaders in industry and the military show that
key characteristics in leaders show up very early in life and remain quite fixed.

The most powerful psychometric instruments are biographical inventory
tests, in which people are asked a series of questions about what they have
done in their earlier lives. (Were you the captain of any team, the president
of any school group, or did you start your own business as a young child?)
Because the past is the best predictor of the future, a probing analysis of
people’s past strongly predicts their future, and leadership patterns are often
established early in life.

Add to that the evidence on leadership having some correlation with phys-
ical stature (taller people are more apt to be perceived as strong leaders) or
body chemistry (higher levels of testosterone in men are correlated with leader-
ship positions), and you can understand why the question is repeatedly asked.

On the Other Hand
Whereas there may be some predictive power of psychological tests and early
childhood experience, it is clear that they fail to explain why a good number
of leaders succeed. There is clearly no one factor that anyone has identified
that consistently predicts who will succeed as a leader. Notable cases of “late
bloomers” suggest that people with fairly undistinguished early portions of
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their careers turn out to be strong leaders. That could be said of both 
Abraham Lincoln and Harry S. Truman.

It is also clear that with such wide variation in organization cultures, if the
right match is created, many more people could succeed in leadership. The
“dot-com” craze enabled many to succeed temporarily who would never have
succeeded in traditional organizations.

In longitudinal studies of leadership, more than a third of the college grad-
uates who were predicted not to move into higher ranks of the firm actually
did so, thus proving that hard work, perseverance, and tenacity (and possibly
luck) enabled these people to succeed.

Our Conclusion on This Debate
We share the conclusion with others that the right answer is between these
two extremes. James Kouzes and Barry Posner wrote, “We would be intellec-
tually dishonest if we did not say that some individuals clearly have a higher
probability of succeeding at leadership than others. But this does not mean
that ordinary managers cannot become extraordinary leaders.”2

“A good executive is born when someone with some natural endowments
(intelligence, vigor, and some capacity for interacting with his fellow men)
by dint of practice, learning, and experience, develops that endowment into
a mature skill.”3

Our view mirrors those above. There is no question that some people come
into the world endowed with self-confidence and a keen intellect. That is
clearly an advantage. But of that group, only a small number move on to
remarkable achievements as leaders. The difference appears to be hard work,
thoughtful and tenacious effort, zeal for learning, and a willingness to extend
beyond one’s normal comfort zone.

So a great deal of what we see great leaders doing is a result of personal
effort. If you subscribe to the belief that leadership is not a person, but a series
of behaviors that are displayed by a great many in an organization, then it
becomes easy to argue that everyone can get better at leadership. So our
slightly compromising statements on this subject are

● Some people start with clear advantages; but
● Nearly all people are made better leaders from specific developmental

activities.
● Leaders are a lot more “made” than they are “born.”
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How Individuals Improve Themselves
In the book Results-Based Leadership, 14 suggestions are made regarding the
way people can improve their leadership outcomes or results.4 In this book, we
are focused on developing the attributes and skills of the leader. Following are
25 suggestions for ways in which leaders can improve the attributes or behav-
iors that are vital in producing those results. The key thing to remember is that
improvement you make on any one dimension spills over to many others.
There is no such thing as working on only one leadership quality or attribute.
When you improve one, you will invariably be improving several others.

1. Decide to become a great leader
This is actually two decisions. First, most people do not think of “leadership”
in the same terms as other roles in life. At a young age a person may aspire to
become a physician, a lawyer, a molecular biologist, an astronaut, or a rock
star, but chances are you have never heard of someone saying, “I want to grow
up to be a leader.” We think of leadership as an adjunct or frosting on some
other role. Someday that may change. For people inside organizations, how-
ever, the first decision is to see that being a leader in an organization is impor-
tant and worthy of your continued effort.

The second decision is to be exceptional rather than just mediocre at this
role of leadership. This is the decision to go way beyond the ordinary or aver-
age and make a huge difference in the organization.

One positive element of this decision is the fact that it is not a zero-sum
game. Becoming a great leader is something everyone can aspire to, and one
person’s effectiveness in no way detracts from others’ success. In this game,
everyone can win and one person’s winning actually helps others to win. To
become a highly effective leader requires a real dedication to that task and a
willingness to act with the intensity and focus.

2. Develop and display high personal character
The leader walks a difficult line between two seemingly opposing forces.
First, the leader must be willing to take the role of leader. That means call-
ing the meeting to order, pushing the agenda along, drawing some people
out, and toning others down. It means saying “no” to a budget request that
can’t be funded. It also means having to terminate a long-time friend who is
not performing effectively. Being a leader means being willing to take charge
and make certain that the group performs well.

We have observed a newly appointed dean in a university who wanted to
maintain close ties with former colleagues on the faculty and, in fact, did not

216 • The Extraordinary Leader



want anything to change. So the new dean continued to act exactly like a
faculty member and talk like a faculty member (including the inevitable
complaints about the university administration). In a few weeks, it became
obvious that this person would not succeed in his new role, because he was
unwilling to take on the requirements of the new office to which he had been
appointed.

That same scenario plays out in government organizations and in industry.
A leader must be willing to take that role, including all of the activities that a
person occupying that role is expected to engage in or perform.

The counterforce to taking the “role” of leader is that people at lower 
levels in the organization resent arrogance from those in authority. They do
not like the leader who conveys an attitude of superiority, condescension, or
disrespect. The line between those two forces is a very fine one.

So, the counsel to all leaders is to maintain an attitude of humility. Be
willing to laugh at yourself. Do not flaunt the authority you have. Humil-
ity will make you approachable. It opens the door to building relationships.
The leader needs to find some mirror from which can be learned the way
others perceive your character. That mirror may be a good internal men-
tor. It could be a trusted colleague or subordinate. It could be an effective
360-degree feedback process. Whatever it is, leaders need to have some
sense about how people perceive their character. They need to know if they
are trusted. Without that, it is not possible to exert strong influence on a
work group.

Also, be cautious in the commitments you make, and then always deliver.
Be careful not to overstate or overpromise. We are sure that some are saying,
“But can people just improve their character?” “What’s the best way to make
changes in my fundamental personality or character?” The answer to that
question might be surprising to some. There has been a belief that the fol-
lowing chain exists:

Character � Attitudes � Behavior

The fact of the matter, however, is that people make their attitudes and ulti-
mately their character conform to their behavior. The place to begin is with
behavior. Thus, participating in powerful skill-building programs designed to
improve interpersonal skills will have a decided effect on attitudes of the
participants. When people learn and practice new behavior, there is a remark-
able transformation of their attitudes and ultimately their character:

Behavior � Attitudes � Character
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3. Develop new skills. Enroll in developmental experiences
There are numerous developmental experiences available to most leaders.
These may be available from within their organizations, paid for and spon-
sored by the organizations, or they may be available from a local university
or college. Others may be available from various suppliers of learning and
development materials. The key is for leaders to move outside their com-
fort zone to do something that will provide some real development. Lead-
ers must be willing to invest in themselves, and many activities require time
off the job.

One of the authors has an acquaintance who is a legendary example of 
self-development. Once a year, a group gets together to meet, and the first
question people ask is, “Okay, Dick, what have you done this year?” Every
year Dick embarks on some new adventure into personal learning. These
range from sessions with “healing shamans” to seminars on corporate reengi-
neering. Each adds a new dimension to Dick’s character and understanding.
Though everyone would not choose the precise development experiences he
chooses, the point is his disciplined approach to taking time every year for his
own personal growth.

Attend any development program your organization provides, or those
offered by local universities and private organizations. Constantly develop
yourself, whether in the ability to deliver compelling presentations before a
large group or the ability to write a concise memo on an important business
topic. We reiterate that every new skill learned and used lifts that specific skill
and numerous others along with it.

4. Find a coach
Many organizations are hiring professional coaches to work with their key
executives. They find that having someone who is capable of providing objec-
tive, constructive feedback to be well worth the investment. The higher people
move in the organization, the less apt they are to hear the truth about them-
selves from other people, so the value of coaches may increase as people move
to higher levels in the organization.

It is instructive to note that world-class athletes pay for coaches to work with
them. The great tennis players and golfers usually employ personal coaches.
Athletes playing on the best professional teams receive constant coaching from
people hired specifically to do that. In professional football, there are specific
coaches for the defense, the offense, and the special teams. There may even
be a specific quarterback coach.
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Some executives have created their personal board of directors whose 
function is to give them feedback on the way they are managing their career
and on their current performance in their job.

We see the movement toward coaching as one that will continue to grow.
It is driven in part by the fact that most executives are not comfortable with,
or good at, providing constructive feedback to people around them. What is
especially effective is the coach who calls on a regular basis and discusses the
leader’s success in taking some agreed-upon action steps. This process builds
strong accountability and produces remarkable behavioral outcomes.

5. Identify your strengths
Peter Drucker argues, “Self-development is making oneself better at what one
is already good at. It also means not worrying about the things one cannot be
good at.”5 To accomplish this, Drucker advises:

● List your major contributions over the past two or three years.
● Specify precisely the things the organization expects from you and for

which you are held accountable.
● Be clear about what you cannot do, as well as what you can do.
● Look for demanding assignments that make a difference.6

With characteristic wisdom and insight, Drucker gives useful advice to all
leaders. Taking time to inventory the major contributions you have made in
the past few years is a step that few leaders take. But what better place is there
to start to understand your strengths? It also reveals where you are likely to
make significant contributions in the future. Listing accomplishments also is
a good barometer of your focus on results behavior. Everyone who is a leader,
or aspires to serious leadership, should be able to itemize a list of contribu-
tions to the organization. If you are unable to do that, then consider seriously
whether you suffer from the fatal flaw of inaction.

Repeated studies in organizations reveal that people are relatively unclear
about what is expected of them, and especially what they are personally being
held accountable to perform by their colleagues and bosses. We have argued
strenuously that an emphasis on expanding strengths is far more valuable and
productive than slogging away at trying to remedy weaknesses.

We begin by appealing to every reader’s own experience. Think back to
high school and college experiences. Let’s assume for a moment that you
were extremely adept at mathematics and anything quantitative. Your grades
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in algebra, trigonometry, and calculus were excellent. On the other hand,
grammar and composition came hard to you. You neither enjoyed language
study much nor did you do well at it. To continue, you have decided to
embark on a path that would have you recognized as an excellent student.
Which path should you choose? Do you work hard at becoming better at
English? Or do you decide to leverage your head start in mathematics and
excel in that arena?

First, where will your motivation be highest? We think your passion to excel
will come in the quantitative arena. You like the fundamental activities
involved. Your thought processes immediately gravitate toward quantitative
analysis.

Second, where are you likely to feel some constant reward? Again, we argue
that you are far more likely to continually receive positive feedback when you
are engaged in quantitative activities than in anything having to do with lan-
guage. It is less likely that people will praise your having gotten to “average”
in grammar and composition skills.

Third, where are you apt to make the greatest amount of progress? You
could make the theoretical argument that people could improve more in
those areas in which they are weak. There is just a lot more room to move up.
However, the ceilings are so high in every discipline that no matter how good
a student you are now, there is huge room to grow.

Fourth, what is the best path by which to develop credibility? Becoming
good at something creates a halo effect of overall competence. It sometimes
goes to ludicrous extremes, as when a movie actress is asked for her opinions
on the wisdom of building a missile defense system or a Nobel Prize winner
in physics suddenly gets quoted for his views on the role of genetics in human
intelligence. Why? Because he is extraordinarily knowledgeable and creative
in one arena, we assume those gifts spill over into other areas. Whether war-
ranted or not, being good at one thing creates a perception that a person is
good at many things, or everything.

Confidence and Competence
Why Working on Strengths Is More Likely to Happen It is impossible to over-
estimate the role of confidence in people developing competence. We fre-
quently witness people who at one level would be deemed to be competent.
In a safe, sanitary situation, they are able to make an effective presentation.
However, they refuse to make a presentation in front of senior managers or
customers. Their lack is not of knowing what to do, or even being able to do
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it. Their lack is confidence to be willing to try in a more challenging 
circumstance.

We contend that strengths build confidence, and that this confidence
spreads like yeast in a lump of bread dough and everything then rises. Hence,
working on strengths will be far more likely to occur.

Why Developing Strengths will be More Successful Several forces are at
work to make the process of working on strengths more successful than
working on deficiencies.

● We have noted that people are more prone to do things they like and
are good at. So, an initial willingness to even attempt a behavior is
more likely with a strength than a weakness.

● The behavior will come more naturally, whereas something else may
feel awkward and uncomfortable.

● Expanding strengths is far more likely to call forth the positive rewards
and praise of others than remedying a deficiency.

● The application of a new skill sets into motion a number of forces that
often create even further reward. For example, the leader sharpens
listening skills, and learns that listening is not sufficient, but that the
key is listening and doing something about it. So the manager does.
Now, this sets into motion several other forces:
● The leader’s connection with other team members improves.
● They take on more challenging assignments, partially stemming

from the greater respect and attention being paid to them.
● The leader’s belief in the team and the leader’s focus on helping

people to learn suddenly causes people to perform at a higher level.
● They become more insistent that others improve their level of

performance.
● Customer satisfaction scores rise, as key customers experience an

entirely new level of personal attentiveness from the organization’s 
key people.

6. Identify your weaknesses, and then find ways to make them irrelevant
This is a Peter Drucker concept and philosophy. No one can do everything.
Through delegation, the use of outside resources, or reallocation of work
assignments, ways can be found to make weaknesses irrelevant.
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The discipline of defining what things you can do and those you cannot
perform (or do not like to do) is of great value. The obvious outcome is to
structure your role in the organization to play to your strengths and to find
ways to have others fill in the gaps.

7. Fix fatal flaws
If you believe you are the possessor of any one (or more) of the fatal flaws iden-
tified in Chapter 7, then begin immediately to find ways to repair them.
Specifically reflect on your experience.

What lessons have you learned from your experience? Specifically, what
did you learn from things that did not go well? What have you done differ-
ently as a consequence? What will prevent that from happening again?

8. Increase the scope of your assignment
In one of the best studies of the powerful developmental experiences that
leaders experience, Anna Valerio concluded that the first and most impactful
experience on the job was to be given a broader scope in your current assign-
ment. That could come via promotion, but could also come as you are given
broader assignments that include more functions, greater budget, or more
people. The key is that the new assignment is broader and different from those
previously held, and above all, an increase in responsibility.7

Increased scope may be granted to you from senior people in the organi-
zation, or it can be self-generated. Applying for a transfer may be one way to
increase scope and breadth. The implementation of a new procedure, or the
initiation of new project, can also increase scope.

This increased scope provides a good vehicle for the “Focus on Results”
cluster of behaviors. To display this even further, leaders willingly accept
special projects, in which working alone or with a small team, they work on
an important project to a department or the corporation. From this leaders
can learn more about the total organization and achieve greater visibility.

9. Connect with good role models
Through careful observation, leaders gain business acumen and hone impor-
tant interpersonal skills. On occasion, the people being used as role models
give voluntary coaching. They are most often willing to give counsel when
asked. However, a great deal can be learned from merely watching and
listening. Observe how children learn. They watch an adult eat with a spoon
or fork and imitate them. They watch adults tie their shoelaces and learn by
imitating the adults’ actions. This concept, known as social learning theory,
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may be especially powerful in our younger years, but we never lose the abil-
ity to learn by watching someone else do something well. In fact, much learn-
ing is informal and not obvious to the learner. We just find ourselves adopting
some of the effective behavior of another person.

Sometimes the lessons are “what not to do,” but lessons are most helpful
when they are good examples of the right things to do. That is why it is impor-
tant to look for strong role models and to pay close attention to how they 
handle difficult situations.

In interviews with leaders, we nearly always are told about some senior 
people for whom they worked, who made an indelible impression upon them.
Very often, a senior person went out of his or her way to express interest and
encouragement. The senior person often took a risk and gave out challeng-
ing assignments for which, in retrospect, the person knew he or she was not
totally prepared. In some cases, the senior person invited the person to visit
an important client or to attend a significant industry meeting. Unmistakable
in these conversations is the intense fondness felt for this senior leader who
had become a role model.

10. Learn from mistakes and negative experiences
We have earlier noted that one of the “fatal flaws” that causes people to have
their careers hit a brick wall is the inability to learn from mistakes. The research
is clear that learning from mistakes is a very productive tool for self-develop-
ment. One category of negative experience may be a difficult boss. Another
negative experience may be receiving some tough feedback from subordinates.
For a person who is willing to learn, however, these experiences can be pow-
erful developmental tools. A healthy attitude toward mistakes and negative
experiences is crucial to growth and improved performance. Mistakes are part
of the learning process, though some would argue with the following statement
written by legendary basketball coach John Wooden: “The team that makes
the most mistakes wins.”

11. Seek ways to give and receive productivve feedback and learn to absorb
it in an emotionally healthy way
Most organizations are not good at providing feedback to anyone—regardless
of level or function. For people to receive useful feedback usually requires a
sincere request for it.

The learning and development process relies heavily on feedback to sustain
it. There is often a huge gap between how leaders see themselves and how
subordinates perceive them. The best way to close that gap is with feedback.
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Enormous barriers to feedback exist inside organizations. The good news is
that when I am presented with disconfirming information about myself, I will
more often change how I act rather than change how I see myself. That is the
great power of feedback.

Subordinates are in the best position to provide feedback, and when asked
for it, the process creates a more wholesome working relationship. Accept
feedback as the valid perceptions of others, and first seek to understand the
meaning. Assume the givers have pure, positive intent. Keep asking for feed-
back. It is the golden path to continual improvement.

Time and again we witness people receiving 360-degree feedback from
direct reports, peers, and their boss. Often, with nothing else occurring, the
individual recognizes what strengths need developing, figures out exactly what
needs to be done and how to do it, and proceeds to take the appropriate steps.
Our biggest contribution is often getting out of the way.

12. Learn from work experiences
As leaders embark on every project, it is useful to make notes of what is
expected to be achieved and in what time frame. Then, the leader can peri-
odically see how the actual results are tracking with the original expectations.
That way, every activity and project becomes a learning experience. The
leader can then seek to find the answer about why it is going much better than
had been expected, or why it is costing more, or why it ran into roadblocks
with other departments. An important part of self-development is simply
finding the mechanism by which you can learn from every experience.

We turn again to an example from the world of sports. Most football
games are played on the weekend, so there is the classic Monday review of
the game films. Why? Coaches want the players to learn from their experi-
ence. They are fortunate to have films that record the game from several
perspectives. Leaders have to create that powerful, compelling feedback
process, because it is no less valuable as a way to improve performance in
every arena.

13. Study the current reality the organization faces
Good development encompasses improving one’s character, one’s knowledge,
and one’s behavior. This topic focuses on knowledge. One important leader-
ship development exercise is to step away from your organization and look at
it through the eyes of a security analyst. Then look at it as if you were a com-
petitor. Then stand away and see how it would look if you were a supplier.
Then do the same thing from the perspective of a customer. Be aware of
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industry trends and where your organization fits into that. Stay abreast of
relevant technology facing your industry.

A key quality of effective leaders is the ability to see reality without blink-
ing. It is hard to lead an organization in the best strategic paths if you are
unwilling to face the reality of where you are now. Being brutally frank with
yourself, and encouraging total candor from others, is the best safeguard to
keeping in touch with your organization’s current reality.

14. Learn to think strategically
One of the frequent complaints heard from executives about their subordinates
is that they are completely tactical in their thinking. They simply do not think
in a strategic way. For many, strategic thinking seems a complete mystery, and
they see no obvious way to acquire this esoteric ability. In fact, there are good
books on strategic thinking that help people understand the basics of strategy.
They give a road map to understanding your own organization’s strategic
choices, to understanding why organizations choose various strategic paths,
and generally to becoming more comfortable in intense strategic discussions.8

15. Communicate with stories
Learn to recount important messages with powerful stories that connect emo-
tionally with those about you. Stories help reduce complexity to manageable
simplicity. They are memorable. They connect with the hearer at a more
powerful level. The best insight into any organization’s culture comes from
the collected stories that circulate among the people in the organization. So
the beginning point is to collect important stories and examples that can be
used in your dialogue inside the organization. Then, practice the skill of
recounting stories as the best way to convey an important message. Illustrate
the major points you wish to make with appropriate examples and stories.

16. Infuse energy into every situation
One of the keys of leadership is to understand that leaders bring excitement,
enthusiasm, and energy to any endeavor. They ignite other people’s passions
to move forward. We all know people who are energy absorbers. When they
are around, it is as if a giant vacuum sucks the energy from a discussion. 
Seldom is that person seen as a leader, because leaders need to do just the
opposite. They need to capture and amplify the enthusiasm of others. The best
way to get that started is to inject your own enthusiasm into any discussion or
activity. Watch a videotape of yourself. Listen to a recording of your participa-
tion. Are you depositing or withdrawing energy from the process or project?
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17. Allocate specific time to people development
A powerful tool in your own development process is to become involved in
the development of people who report to you, or anyone who would benefit
from your tutelage. We have noted earlier that one of the keys of good lead-
ership is the ability to obtain good results. Along with that, however, leaders
also need to build the capacity within the organization to continually improve
its performance and thus be able to produce long-term, sustained results.

The “law of the harvest” talks about reaping what we sow. For the organiza-
tion to constantly reap high productivity and innovation from its people, there
has to be “sowing.” That means taking the time, putting forth the effort, and
possibly spending the money required to get front-line associates trained up.

Some leaders view people development as a frill—extraneous to their real
work. Amidst the punishing workload of today’s business climate, finding time
for people development seems impossible to them. However, taking the time
to develop people is an important behavior of a leader, not only for what it
does for the recipient, but equally for the impact it has on the leader. Devel-
oping others moves you from being an independent professional person, con-
cerned only with yourself, to the role of the true leader who creates
organizational capacity and builds people.

18. Weld your team together
Great organizations nearly always have strong teams at the top, composed of
people who genuinely like each other and who want their colleagues to suc-
ceed. A strong, cohesive team becomes a powerful development tool aiding
leaders to constantly improve. Many organizations engage in team-building
activities, ostensibly to improve the working relationships of the people on the
team, and also to enable the group to be even more productive. What is often
missed is the fact that a good team-building exercise is one of the most pow-
erful learning experiences for the leader. First, the team has fresh, first-hand
data about the leader’s behavior and results. They are in the best position to
provide useful feedback to the leader regarding strengths and any areas of
improvement. Thus, a good team-building session is one of the most power-
ful and positive development activities that a leader can undertake.

19. Build personnal dashboards to monitor leadership effectiveness
Good overall measures of leadership do not usually exist in most organiza-
tions. How do you know if you are performing well? What objective meas-
ures exist that would confirm or deny that? If such measures do not exist now,
then an excellent developmental activity is for you to take the initiative and
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develop them for yourself. These will obviously differ by organization and
functional responsibility, but some measures that would be frequently used
include:

● Retention data
● Customer satisfaction measures
● Productivity measures (costs to complete a given action, or time to

complete an activity)
● Performance against budget
● Results from organizational climate surveys

Having developed your own “dashboard” with which to monitor your lead-
ership effectiveness, it then becomes possible to take a weekly or at least
monthly reading of your effectiveness as a leader.

A visit to an Air Force base involved a meeting with a major general, the
commander of the base. He was obviously proud of the management infor-
mation system that had been developed and offered to demonstrate what
information it could provide. The general could call up 846 measures of per-
formance, ranging from fuel consumption to productivity measures, and the
number of arrests on the base in the previous eight hours. Most leaders will
be content with far fewer measures, but without some information system, the
leader is driving with a windshield made of opaque glass.

20. Plan and execute a change initiative
A powerful developmental activity for any leader is to define a change that
should appropriately be made and then undertake to make that change hap-
pen. The change could be as simple as the implementation of a new report-
ing system, a new work process by which work gets accomplished, or a new
organizational structure. Whatever the change, a powerful development
process involves planning the change, defining the outcomes that will result
from the change, implementing the change, and finally evaluating the results.
The real learning and development comes from comparing the final results
with the predicted outcomes, and then attempting to find out what caused
the differences. As Machiavelli noted, “There is nothing more difficult to carry
out, nor more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to manage, than to
initiate a new order of things.” Centuries later, a noted psychologist, Kurt
Lewin, would observe, “If you really want to understand an organization, try
making changes in it.”
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21. Become a teacher/trainer
Approximately 80 percent of all learning and development is delivered with
live, classroom instruction. In a large percentage of those cases, the organi-
zation has purchased learning systems from an outside supplier, or they have
developed training programs internally. Whereas the organization often has
a training department, a large portion of that development is delivered by
hand-picked managers selected from inside the organization. They are cho-
sen on the basis of several criteria, and these usually include:

● Well respected by peers, subordinates, and upper management
● Perceived as a high-potential person
● Articulate and capable of making an engaging presentation
● Practices the leadership or management principles being presented in

the development program

The process of being trained on how to deliver a learning and development
program to people inside the organization is one that produces real growth in
the instructor. Nothing cements a body of information inside someone more
than teaching it. In addition to personal growth, it brings the instructor into
contact with many people with whom she would never have had contact. It
educates the instructor on the challenging issues the organization is facing
and how the people are reacting to those challenges. From our vantage point
of having watched many organizations select and train line managers as in-
house instructors, we have seen it consistently enhance their careers and
accelerate their development. Stewart Friedman headed up Ford Motor’s
Leadership Development Center. He wrote, “Every program features exten-
sive use of teachers. Graduates of our programs serve as leader-teachers, a prac-
tice that helps participants and the instructor grow and develop new capacities
for leadership. The concept of leader-teacher isn’t unique, but Ford places a
high emphasis on teaching. The lesson begins at the top.”9

22. Study the high performers and replicate their behavior with others
In every organization, there are a handful of people who have figured out how
to perform a given job in the best possible manner. That is true of customer
service representatives, salespeople, factory workers, supervisors, and corpo-
rate vice presidents. It will probably remain a mystery why more organizations
do not identify who these people are and take the time to study what they do
and how they do it. Then, armed with that information, it would seem logi-
cal to attempt to get others to perform or behave in that same way.
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What more valuable process could occur than identifying someone with a
job that is a close counterpart to your own and whose performance is recog-
nized as being outstanding? Through observation and interrogation, find out
what that person is doing that makes him or her so effective. See which ele-
ments of what that person does could be integrated into your own activities.

23. Volunteer in your community
The ideal leader is one who is complete. Stewart Friedman wrote, “We at Ford
are pioneering a new dimension of leadership that seeks to integrate all aspects
of a person’s life. We call it ‘total leadership.’ It’s different from many prior
leadership models because it starts with your life as a whole: your life at work,
your life at home, and your life in the community. Total leadership is about
being a leader in all aspects of life.”10

It is clear that people’s work life, home life, religious activity, and com-
munity service are not as separate as they once were. The formerly sharp lines
are now murky. People are striving for work-life balance, and one popular
approach is to blend them rather than build walls between them. By practic-
ing leadership skills in the other aspects of your life, leadership skills can be
honed and perfected. The organization is enhanced financially and organi-
zationally, the community is improved, the church or synagogue gets much
needed talent, and the family enjoys the benefits from improved leadership.

24. Practice articulating your vision for the firm and your group
Leaders describe to a group their vision of the future and often assume it has
been understood and internalized. Time passes and people ask questions:
“Okay, what is our strategy? I don’t know where we’re going.” The leadership
lesson is that communication of complex messages must be repeated over and
over. This is especially true when it concerns a topic that carries over a long
period of time, and one where people will scrutinize the leader’s behavior to
see if it is aligned with the earlier words.

Married people or others in any lasting relationship have learned that you do
not express your affection and commitment to the other person once and assume
it holds until further notice. With the passage of time, things are said or done
that cause the other person to question what was said earlier. And the mere pas-
sage of time dims the force and clarity of the words, so they need repeating.

That same phenomenon is at work in any organization. Yes, the leader said
we value trust and openness, but look what happened to Ralph when he asked
the question in the staff meeting. Or, rumors begin to swirl in the organiza-
tion and they are quite contradictory of earlier messages. It is for those reasons
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that messages of vision, values, mission, and strategy need to be repeated over
and over. How many times? Some have said that people really do not take a
message seriously until the seventh time they hear it. The number is proba-
bly different for each of us, depending on the topic and what is 
happening in our lives. However, it is clear that the message needs frequent
repeating. We advocate that you practice repeating those messages frequently
to the associates with whom you work.

25. Prepare for your next job. Think ahead regarding the skills you
will need
One mistake that many leaders make is not to start getting prepared for their
next assignment or role. Like the chess player who sees two or three moves
ahead, so are wise leaders looking into the future for the roles they will be
playing, and then preparing themselves with the skills that will be needed in
those new roles. Will the future require more technical expertise? More strate-
gic thinking skills? A different kind of business acumen? Whatever those new
requirements may be, it is never too early to be identifying them and taking
active steps to add them to your skill set.

Conclusion
There are those who argue that all development is self-development. It has
been estimated that more than 80 percent of what people learn while work-
ing in organizations has been gained on the job, casually and informally. No
matter how powerful the classroom experience, it pales in comparison with
the learning that comes from experience. How much people gain from their
experience is nearly all up to them. Regardless of the percentage, it is clear
that leaders can make huge strides by taking responsibility for their own devel-
opment. They should not count on the organization to do that for them.

The 25 suggestions of things to develop your own leadership abilities were
meant to convey the message that all leaders can do a great deal on their own.
Do not rely on the organization to make you an even better leader. There are
extensive and powerful steps you can take to move you well down the path to
becoming an extraordinary leader. For further information about programs
and materials designed to help leaders improve their skills please go to our
website at www.zengerfolkman.com.
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11

DEVELOPING LEADERSHIP
TEAMS

No man is wise enough by himself.

—Plautus

The way a team plays as a whole determines its success. You may have the
greatest bunch of individual stars in the world, but if they don’t play
together, the club won’t be worth a dime.

—Babe Ruth

Traditionally, leadership development utilizing 360-degree feedback has been
an individual development effort. In most organizations, participants come to
a training event with a group of people they don’t know. This format creates
a safe learning experience and also enables participants to build a network
outside of their narrower work group. Multirater or 360-degree feedback is
given to each individual and used to help them understand their strengths
and opportunities for improvement.

One of our clients requested that we conduct the training sessions with
intact teams. In addition to doing the training with the intact team, we sug-
gested that a team leadership profile be created by aggregating all individual
360-degree feedback into one composite report.

After compiling hundreds of team profiles, we found them quite remark-
able in their ability to capture the personality of a team. The profiles are as

• 231 •



unique and different as those of individuals. The team profile helps team
members understand the strengths of the team and also potential team flaws.
Because all of the individual reports are aggregated, individual anonymity is
protected. Understanding this profile enables a team to understand its over-
all leadership capability.

A TALE OF TWO TEAMS
As an example of the power of this approach, let us consider two different
teams in the same organization. One of the teams was focused on running a
particular business (Team A), whereas the other team led a staff function
(Team B).

Overall Leadership Effectiveness
It is very helpful to give the members of a team some sense of their overall
effectiveness as leaders. To do this, we create an index based on all of the 360
items assessing the effectiveness of individual leaders and calculate an over-
all leadership effectiveness index. We analyze the results from managers,
peers, direct reports, and others as a collective group and compare these results
with those of our Extraordinary Leader norm base.

Notice that both groups score very well in terms of their overall leadership
effectiveness. Team A is an aggregate of 16 leaders, and Team B includes eight
leaders. In order for the 16 leaders to have an average overall leadership effec-
tiveness score at the 77th percentile, this group had to include results from
several excellent leaders (Figure 11-1). In fact, seven of the leaders in Team
A score above the 80th percentile on the overall leadership effectiveness index.
However, the range of scores in Team A is also substantial. Leaders in Team
A range in their overall leadership effectiveness from the 33rd percentile to
the 98th percentile.

Team B also contained some very effective leaders with three of their lead-
ers scoring at the 80th percentile or higher. The range of scores in Team B is
from the 24th percentile to the 98th percentile. Both groups had a few highly
competent leaders and a few less competent leaders. The good news is that
the strong leaders set an example and mentor those that need improvement.
Both teams had above-average leadership capability, but also saw the need for
continued improvement.
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Employee Satisfaction and Commitment
As part of our standard 360-degree assessment, we include five survey items
assessing the level of employee satisfaction and commitment of each of the
leader’s direct reports. In this section, we ask the direct reports to indicate their
confidence in the success of the organization, the extent to which the organ-
ization has a work environment where people will go the extra mile, their will-
ingness to recommend the organization to a friend as a good place to work,
the likelihood of them quitting, and their overall level of satisfaction with the
company. Figure 11-2 shows the results for all of the direct reports of the lead-
ers of the two teams compared with our normative database.

Note in the graph of Figure 11-2 the correlation between the satisfac-
tion/commitment of employees and the effectiveness of their leaders. Team
A leaders are 10 percentile points more effective as leaders and their
employees are 15 percentile points more satisfied and committed. This cor-
relation is one of the most consistent in all our research and reinforces the
fact that having engaged, committed, and satisfied employees requires
highly effective leaders. Note that the percentile scores for satisfaction/
commitment lag behind the leadership effectiveness percentile scores. This
organization was experiencing difficult economic times and significant
organizational challenges. From this report, each leadership team obtained
an excellent understanding of the level of satisfaction and commitment of
their direct reports.
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We then analyzed the data to understand what leadership behaviors would
most likely increase employee satisfaction and commitment. The contrast
between the two teams is enlightening (Table 11-1).

It is clear that employees in Team A wanted leaders who were driven and
focused on achieving business results. They wanted a leader who would set
clear direction and set stretch goals. These employees were frustrated about
the ability of the organization to successfully accomplish business objectives.
On the other hand, employees in Team B wanted leaders to accept the feed-
back that had been provided to each leader. It is clear that there are some
issues of trust in Team B and frustration about the team’s ability to promote
its programs. This analysis provided extraordinary insight for each team about

234 • The Extraordinary Leader

65

50

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

E
m

pl
oy

ee
 S

at
is

fa
ct

io
n 

/ 
C

om
m

itm
en

t P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

Team A Team B

Figure 11-2 Employee Commitment Percentile Scores

Team A Team B

Ability to achieve goals and deadlines Leaders would make a significant effort to improve
based on feedback

Ability to get cooperation among Balance the focus on results with concern
all team members for each person

Provide others with clear direction Build trust with all members of the work group
Get people to stretch and take Ability to market and promote projects 

on difficult, challenging assignments and programs

Table 11-1 Developmental Recommendations for Teams to Improve 
Commitment Scores



what would make a substantial difference in the engagement and commit-
ment level of their direct reports.

Team Profiles
It is also fascinating to examine the profiles of the two teams on the 16 dif-
ferentiating competencies. In Figures 11-3 and 11-4, the respective compe-
tencies are sorted by percentile score from highest to lowest.

The profiles of the two teams provide insight into their different capabili-
ties. Some of the competencies that are the greatest strengths of one team end
up being the least positive competencies of other team. Each profile provides
the respective team with insights that have often gone unnoticed. Remember
that “fish discover water last.”

In an additional analysis, we examined the individual data to look for how
many of the leaders had a strength at the 90th percentile on each of the com-
petencies. We found that for Team A, all of the competencies had at least two
people with profound strengths in that competency. Even Teamwork and Col-
laboration, which was the team’s least positive competency, had two leaders with
profound strengths at the 90th percentile. Team B, a much smaller team, had
at least one person with a profound strength on 15 of the 16 competencies.
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In our Extraordinary Leader research, we concluded that a leader with
three profound strengths would have an overall leadership effectiveness rat-
ing on average at the 80th percentile. Out of this research, we came to the
conclusion that what made leaders great was not the absence of weakness but
rather the presence of a few profound strengths. As we have discussed this
finding with groups around the world, we have asked leaders to think of an
extraordinary leader that they have known. We then ask them to identify the
leader’s profound strength. This is easy for people, and we found a great vari-
ety of different strengths. Some leaders were visionary, others technical gurus,
others charismatic, others communicated extremely well, while others were
caring and considerate. The conclusion coming from that exercise is that lead-
ership effectiveness is derived from an amazingly diverse array of behaviors.
There is not one universal competency necessary for leaders to be great.

We usually continue the exercise by asking if that leader had any weak-
nesses. Everyone concurs with comments that generally convey, “Yes, I know
that leader was not perfect.” One conclusion from this exercise is that if the
best leaders you know of were not perfect, why do you think that you need to
be perfect?

When people conclude and accept that not every leader is perfect, they
then start to ask the obvious question, “How do we execute all of the 
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competencies well?” If every competency is critically important to the suc-
cess of an organization, and no leader is perfect, how does each get accom-
plished? That is where a team comes to the rescue. Teams that value people
with unique abilities can assemble the right mix of talent to solve virtually any
problem.

Not all teams, however, are well balanced. Some teams are overloaded on
just a few of the competencies. The effect of a poorly balanced team is sub-
optimal performance. At this point, you may be wondering what the profile
looks like for your team. That is an important question, and it is important to
get an accurate answer.

The Team Tent
Based on a composite of the strengths of each team member, we are able to
draw a customized leadership tent for each team (Figures 11-5 and 11-6).

The leadership tent provides a visual picture of the effectiveness of a team.
We know that individual 360-degree feedback can provide invaluable help

to people who desire to improve their leadership effectiveness. By aggregat-
ing the individual feedback and analyzing it for teams, valuable additional
insights can be generated. Teams start to more clearly understand their cul-
ture and personality. People with whom we spend time and with whom we
interact have a profound impact on us. We unconsciously mimic each other
in both our strengths and our weaknesses, but these differences are rarely
apparent to group members. The leadership team profile provides a helpful
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platform to understand the culture and skills of each team. An added benefit
of working with intact teams is the support that each team member and the
team leader can provide for individual behavioral change. For further infor-
mation on team profiles and team development programs, visit our web site
at www.zengerfolkman.com, and follow the Extraordinary Leader link.
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12

THE ORGANIZATION’S ROLE
IN DEVELOPING LEADERS

I start with the premise that the role of leaders is to produce more leaders,
not more followers.

—Ralph Nader

The house shows the owner.

—George Herbert

In this chapter, we seek to provide the leaders of organizations (as well as
human resources practitioners) some thoughts about how to make these ideas
operational. The entire thrust of this book is about leadership development.
Our primary concern has been to help organizations rethink their funda-
mental approach to this important need. We have deliberately avoided 
any discussion of leadership selection. We have also avoided the debate about
the distinctions of “transformational” versus “transactional” leadership. We
have deliberately skirted the complex issues of the psychological makeup of
leaders.

The fact of the matter is that we are simply not producing leaders at the
rate at which they are needed. This will be compounded by the demographic
trends in the United States, which will have a shortfall of 10 million workers
beginning in the year 2010, with an attendant shortfall of leaders.
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Compounding the demographics is the fact that the requirements for 
leaders continue to escalate. In a study by the former Andersen Consulting
organization (now Accenture) titled The Evolving Role of Executive Leader-
ship, researchers collected data from 75 respondents, worldwide, regarding
the skills required to function in a leadership role in the past, the present, and
those they believed necessary to function well in the future. One dramatic
result was that, across 14 dimensions they analyzed, the differences between
the skills required in the past, those demanded at present, and those believed
to be necessary in the future were statistically significant. In short, the
demands on our leaders are escalating sharply.1

Adopt a Model of Leadership
We have made the case that leadership on the one hand has been an
extremely mysterious concept and on the other hand has been highly con-
troversial. We have presented a model of leadership that allows people to talk
about the various elements with more clarity. Whether the organization adopts
our model is less important than the fact that there is some way for people to
talk intelligently about leadership.

It is frustrating to have a great deal of rhetoric from senior executives about
the need for “leadership” on the part of other people but to leave the concept
ill-defined and nebulous. The consequence is that people are both confused
and frustrated because they do not know what is expected of them.

Many memorable phrases have been coined on the subject of leadership,
such as:

Managers do things right. Leaders do the right things.

—Warren Bennis

Leadership is the art of accomplishing more than the science of
management says is possible.

—Colin Powell

However, these catchy phrases do not fully satisfy the person who sincerely
wants to become a better leader.

Part of an effective leadership development process should require partic-
ipants to write a short essay on what leadership means to them and how they
have put theory together into a practical, living document to guide their own
leadership practices.
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Decide Who Will Receive Leadership 
Development
Our focus has been entirely on how any organization can better use the 
people currently in its employ. We strongly echo the conclusions of Peter
Drucker, who argues that “the task [of management] is to multiply the per-
formance capacity of the whole by putting to use whatever strength, whatever
health, whatever aspiration there is in individuals.”2

The main decision appears to be the choice between an elitist approach
and a more egalitarian posture. Many organizations in the past have focused
all their leadership development efforts on a small handful of people who
were currently in senior positions or who were perceived as being “high poten-
tial” because of some psychological testing and interviewing or assessment
center procedures.

In marked contrast are the organizations such as the U.S. Marine Corps
and Southwest Airlines, which have concluded that the organization will be
stronger if everyone is a candidate for development. This approach is espe-
cially appealing to those who believe that leadership is necessary at all levels
of the organization—not just at the top. It also appeals to those who believe
that many people, not just those who occupy positions of authority or who
have multiple subordinates, can practice leadership.

David Garvin, in Learning in Action, states, “the best simulations combine
realism, variety and low risk.” He goes on to state: “Pilots, for example, have
long been selected for their technical proficiency and self-reliance—the 
elusive ‘right stuff.’ ” Yet over the past 20 years, air carrier accidents and inci-
dents have consistently been traced “to inadequacies in leadership qualities,
communication skills, crew coordination, or decision making. Today’s Line-
Oriented Flight Training (LOFT) presents pilots and crews with complex,
simulated problems that demand precisely these talents. LOFT also provides
the opportunity to experience, in advance, such rare but important events as
equipment failures.”3

We strongly contend that most organizations are tapping only a fraction of
the potential of the people currently in its employ. We believe that people in
general have the capacity to rise to much higher levels of performance if the
organization creates the proper climate.

This decision stems largely from the belief systems of the executives. If they
believe that people have fixed abilities from birth and there is little likelihood
of people growing or expanding through their lifetimes, then there is less
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incentive to invest in their development. This notion that intelligence and
other personal traits are locked in at birth has been taught in Psychology 101
courses for the past 100 years. It has become a widely held belief.

Recent research, however, contradicts that notion. Instead, it has been
found that challenging mental activity creates new neural networks in the
brain and that people actually become smarter over time. This fact is well
established by virtue of the increasing IQ scores people obtain as the number
of years of schooling they receive increases.

Jon Katzenbach, author of Peak Performance, believes that the develop-
ment of people at all levels, and the equal opportunity given to people regard-
less of where they are perceived to be on the “bell-shaped curve,” will define
the most successful organizations of the future.4

The Importance of Developing Senior Leaders
Our research revealed an interesting though not surprising fact. The leader-
ship skills possessed by the most senior people in an organization become the
leadership ceiling. That is, it is extremely rare to find anyone whose leader-
ship skills exceed those of the people at the top.

We realize that it could be argued that the best leaders are promoted to the
most senior positions, and we concur. However, in those cases where senior
people had mediocre scores, there seems to be room for some highly skillful
young leader to blossom, and that was not the case: the senior people were
the cap.

This argues strongly for continued development of the senior people, so
that the leadership tent is lifted, making room for others to grow. Maybe it is
their example that is so important, or it could be their coaching and mentor-
ing that is needed. Whatever the reasons, great leaders at the top are neces-
sary for great leaders to develop at any level in an organization.

Management Development and Leadership Development
Some organizations make a distinction between leadership development 
and management development. They define topics such as teamwork, vision,
values, clarity of mission, managing change, communication, and culture 
as part of the leadership development process. You could argue that the
emphasis here is on people, both one at a time and in groups. Management
development, on the other hand, is all about the “hard” skills. It includes
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financial acumen, project management, strategy, organizing skills, process
improvement, financial control, and information technology.

We understand that distinction and find it to be conceptually helpful 
but hard to implement in the real world. First, few people have the luxury of
functioning only as a leader or a manager. Most everyone in a position of
authority whom we have observed is pressed into both leadership and man-
agement activities. These activities seem to be inextricably mixed together in
day-to-day work in every organization. They connect with each other in obvi-
ous and subtle ways. We find making a distinction to be a bit like going to a
tennis camp and having the instructor focus entirely on the forehand ground
stroke, and then being told that we can come back in a month or so and have
similar instruction on the backhand stroke. Yes, we understand the difference,
but if you want to play tennis, you need them both, and you can never 
predict when one or the other will be needed.

Define the Results You Seek from Leaders 
and How Those Results Link to the Strategy 
of the Organization
Leadership is not an end, but a means to an end. That end needs to be made
explicit. If an important part of being a good leader is to produce excellent
results, those results must be clearly defined so that leaders will know when
they are succeeding. We have presented evidence that effective leaders pro-
duce improvements in productivity, product and service quality, and customer
satisfaction, and that the willingness of people to work hard and expend energy
invariably rises.

Clearly, those results must flow from the organization’s broader strategy. Help-
ing leaders to understand that strategy, and how to think about the main strate-
gic alternatives their organization faces, is a valuable element of a leadership
development process. We highly recommend Perry, Stott, and Smallwood’s
Real-Time Strategy: Improvising Team-Based Planning for a Fast-Changing World.5

We reiterate the message in Ulrich, Zenger, and Smallwood’s Results-Based
Leadership regarding the importance of results being balanced, long-term,
and selfless, and that the necessary balance we seek is between the interests
of customers, employees, organization, and the shareholders.6

Some executives have come into organizations and immediately imposed
massive layoffs, slashed research and development, eliminated employee
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development, and slowed down long-term maintenance of equipment.
For a relatively short time, the results look spectacular. Earnings soar—
temporarily. There is often enough time for this executive to exercise his
stock options, cash out, and be gone before all the damage he did has had
time to sink in.

It is also clear that effective results cannot be driven by personal agendas
and decisions that primarily feather the personal nest of the executive. The
results that count must be achieved with the welfare of the organization
in mind.

Some of the most useful development for any leader is to develop crystal
clarity regarding what is expected in the way of outputs. Those outputs need
to be categorized into “What does the organization expect from my depart-
ment?” A different question is “What does the organization expect from me
personally?” It is usually eye-opening for any leader to go about asking selected
peers, subordinates, and a boss for the answer to that question.

Set Extremely High Expectations 
for Leaders
For research purposes, we arbitrarily set the 90th percentile as the cutoff point
for being “great” on some competency. We would much prefer to have
absolute, objective standards by which to make measurements, but lacking
those measures, we used percentiles as the surrogate measures.

We contend that by getting your best leaders to excel even more, everyone
benefits. Again, we recognize the temptation to focus on the lowest-performing
leaders and attempt to elevate their performance. That has a nice logic to it.
Instead, we urge helping the best of your current group of leaders to become
even better.

Peter Drucker points out that major advances in many fields come when
a few leading practitioners break new ground.7 A surgeon develops a new pro-
cedure by which to do less invasive heart surgery. Then, in a few years the
technique is being used by a wide group of surgeons. An investment banking
firm develops a new approach to financing start-up organizations. In time, a
number of other firms follow. One university registrar implements a totally
online process that enables students to sign up for classes, go through first-
year orientation, and place orders for books and supplies, all on the Internet.
Within a year, many other institutions will be doing the same thing.
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The point is that when good people or good organizations excel, it does
more to lift the entire population than similar efforts by the middle group.
Within a firm, everyone benefits by helping the strong to set even higher goals.
They blaze the trail. They set the bar to a new height, and many who are cur-
rently in the tier below will adjust their performance to the new expectation.
On any team, the presence of one or two people who are putting forth 
Herculean effort, and working to their highest intensity, raises the perform-
ance of the entire group.

Many people can learn from leaders who are excelling. In fact, nearly
everyone can. They can observe both what is being done and how it is being
executed. These excellent leaders seemingly cause the tide to rise, and that
tide lifts all boats.

Involve Senior Executives in Leadership
Development
Senior executive involvement gives traction to any development effort. It is
possible to create a spectrum of involvement that should help place where
your organization currently is and where you feel it should be in the future.
The spectrum is the following.

● Tolerance. Suppose an executive condones the human resources
function sponsoring some programs and approves the budget.
However, the senior executives have no knowledge of the content or
the objectives of what is being done. The process is totally off the
executive’s radar screen.

● Cosmetic support. The senior executives send memos in support of the
development effort and talk about it in large company meetings. They
know they should be supporting this, but it is way down their priority list.

● Dabbling. At this stage in our continuum of support, the executives
inquire about the targets for the developmental efforts, and they may
come to an evening session and deliver a talk. This is a token effort to
give the appearance that senior executives are concerned, but their
concern is quite superficial.

● Attendance. At this point, executives will often attend the program as
participants, realizing that if they think this is good for other people,
they should set the example. So, each executive takes his or her turn
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attending a session. Clearly, their presence sends an important signal
to the organization. Willingness to commit time to this activity is one
measure of support. We concur with those who say that key executives
need to be spending one-third to one-half of their time in people-
development activities.

● Ownership. It is clear that up to this point, the staff owns the leadership
development process and the senior executives are bystanders.
Beginning at this level of support, the senior executives feel a strong
sense of ownership. They set the objectives. They review and approve
the activities. They often come to participate in the development
process. A prime example of this behavior was Jack Welch going to GE’s
Crotonville every two weeks for 15 years to participate actively with a
variety of managers as they went through parts of their development
process. Welch proudly stated, “I have never missed a session.”8

Top-executive ownership is the surefire way to avoid the “snicker factor” in
an organization. If people see that the executives are solidly behind the devel-
opment process, then the snide remarks about “not walking the talk” go away.

One key issue is how the senior team handles people who are openly hos-
tile or who show disdain for the leadership development effort. This is an acid
test of leadership.

Senior leaders’ willingness to act as mentors to younger, promising staff is
another way of displaying serious commitment to the leadership development
effort. They can provide useful insight into organization culture, explain unwrit-
ten rules of conduct, ensure that the younger person navigates around pitfalls
and traps, give encouragement during difficult stretch assignments, and in gen-
eral provide access to the thinking of the people at the top of the organization.

Focus Development Efforts 
on Strengths
John Flaherty, in summing up Peter Drucker’s thinking, writes:

Drucker was unashamedly dogmatic and took an absolutist stance on the

proposition that human performance capability depended on strengths and not on

weaknesses. Of course, weaknesses had to be acknowledged and neutralized, but

they were incapable of producing results. In his consulting work he followed the
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principle of avoiding any discussion of what his clients could not do, emphasizing

instead what they were capable of doing and what it made sense for them to do.

Because the only purpose for hiring people was to produce results, employees

should be paid only in consideration of their strengths, not their weaknesses. But

in reality, the opposite was often the case. The organization had a proclivity to

focus on human defects, to criticize and harp on the negative aspects of

individuals, to see people as threats rather than opportunities, and to esteem the

potential of credentials instead of competency.9

Drucker wrote:

Conversely, the effective executive makes strength productive. He knows that one

cannot build on weakness. To achieve results, one has to use all the available

strengths—the strengths of associates, the strengths of the superior, and one’s own

strengths. The strengths are the true opportunities. To make strength productive is

the unique purpose of organization. Its task is to use the strength of each man as a

building block for joint performance.10

We cannot emphasize enough the positive impact this has on organization
culture. Rather than people feeling constant pressure and guilt regarding the
things they are incapable of doing, there is a completely different tone to the
organization that celebrates strength.

Football teams use highly specialized players. One of the key players is the
kicker. Very often these individuals are slight of build and not capable of doing
many of the things their fellow teammates are doing regularly. Seldom are
they great runners or pass receivers. However, they are usually among the high
scorers on the team. No one seems to mind these “weaknesses” of the kicker,
so long as the kicker completes field goals and gets the points after touch-
downs. Everyone is content to focus on strengths and ignore everything else.

Every leadership development process should contain time and vehicles
to ensure that the leaders thoroughly and accurately understand their
strengths. Along with that, however, the organization must constantly be 
vigilant about the evolving nature of the strengths that the organization
requires. Being technically competent may have been a key strength when
the organization’s challenge was discovering more oil. But if the company is
now a consumer marketing organization with a strong retail emphasis, then
new strengths may be required for success.
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Use Powerful Learning Methods That 
Change Behavior
In the past, we have conducted development programs in which people are
given general instruction with one of four objectives:

1. Theory/knowledge. In this approach, we pour information into a
funnel over the tipped head of the participant. One assumption is that
“if people knew better, they’d do better,” and all we need to do is fill
their theory bins. Another way to express the assumption is, “The
more information the leader possesses, the better will be his or her
performance.”

2. Insight. This approach assumes that leaders are produced 
through developing greater self-awareness. What is wrong with 
leaders is their lack of self-insight and their flawed inner feelings 
and thoughts.

3. Inspiration. This approach assumes that leaders need an infusion of
enthusiasm and motivation. Performance is deficient because of a
deficiency in commitment. This is the one place and time where
someone may hint at the opportunity to be great, but the nature of
inspirational programs is their short half-life. No mechanisms are built
to maintain the enthusiasm or lock into place new resolutions. For a
detailed discussion of how a leader “inspires and motivates others to
high performance,” refer to our subsequent book, The Inspiring
Leader.11

4. Skills. This developmental approach assumes people need to be able
to do things that they have not been able to do or to do things better
than they have been doing. The outcomes of these programs are
longer-lasting, but their objective is seldom expressed as “hitting the
ball out of the park.”

We submit that if our objective is to build great leaders, our developmen-
tal processes must undergo major transformation and be built on a radically
different mind-set. The mind-set must be one of expecting high performance
from nearly everyone. With that we should insist on hard work and tenacious
engagement in all they do. Hard work will then produce significant improve-
ments in performance.
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Developmental practices must hold out the expectation and provide the
tools for people to move beyond average to good, and move beyond good to
becoming great.

Historically, leadership development programs were conducted by uni-
versities on their campuses. Then companies began doing their own in-house
programs but still relied heavily on academics to conduct them. The instruc-
tional methods were transported from academia and mirrored the way 
professors taught in the college classroom. The traditional learning methods
for leadership programs, therefore, were

● Lectures
● Case studies
● Extensive reading assignments
● Small group discussions
● Speeches from company executives
● Video and film presentations

What we are proposing is a dramatic shift to new learning methods. The
principles that should guide the selection of learning methods are

● Practicality
● Immediate opportunity to apply knowledge or skill
● Concrete versus abstract
● Job-related
● Action-oriented
● Emotionally engaging
● Personalized
● Ongoing versus a one-time event
● Built-in accountability for implementation

In practice, this leads to the use of some markedly different instructional
methods.

● Feedback. It means the greater use of personalized feedback
procedures, such as 360-degree feedback instruments. Most leaders
are not good at reflection and self-analysis. The pace of their work

The Organization’s Role in Developing Leaders • 249



does not allow it, and that pace seems to accelerate constantly. 
Our society and culture has not provided good models of 
mechanisms for people to give those in authority over them any
honest reactions to what they do or how they are doing it. 
Further, there are strong political pressures in most organizations 
that block the truth from being passed from subordinates to their
superiors. People are subtly told, “Don’t rock the boat,” and
“messengers get killed.” That is why any mechanism that unclogs 
the pipes between people in the organization is of great value. Tools
such as 360-degree feedback instruments or skip-level meetings
perform that function.

● Coaching. Coaching and mentoring are powerful developmental
processes. There is a rapidly growing trend to provide coaches to
leaders and not waiting until they are in trouble. Coaches are seen as
a way to help the good become much better. They observe meetings,
review memos, critique speeches, and in general assist in building
behavioral skills.

● Simulations. Computer-based simulations meet the criteria
established above. Simulations can be extremely job-related. They call
for frequent decisions. The consequences become clear immediately.
There is accountability, and they are engaging.

● Team-building activities. Activities that involve teams actually doing
something, such as building a product, assembling a tent while
blindfolded, or creating a new advertising campaign, are powerful
learning methods.

● Planning back-home application of new learning. We recommend time
spent in development sessions actively planning the back-home
implementation of what has been learned. This greatly increases the
likelihood of it being acted on.

● Creating measurement dashboards. What better activity could there be
than to create simple, effective measures by which to gauge leadership
effectiveness?

● Senior people come in to relate “war” stories. It is one thing to have an
executive come in to deliver a prepared speech on some aspect of the
industry or regarding the state of the economy. It is quite different if
the executive will come in and relate personal experiences regarding
ways to handle difficult customer situations, tough negotiations with
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suppliers, or challenging battles with competitors. The latter are
memorable and powerful teaching devices.

You will hear some people say that leadership development is something
that organizations invest in for the long run and that no one should expect an
immediate payoff. We take exactly the opposite stance. You should be able to
see results right away, and in that way you will be guaranteed significant long-
term results. If you do not see results relatively quickly, we doubt you ever will.

One of the authors was sitting by the head of leadership development for
a Fortune 500 company during a lunch and inquired of him, “What are you
doing in your leadership development efforts that you feel really good about—
something that you can see really makes a difference? The executive unhesi-
tatingly replied, “We don’t anticipate seeing any payoff from what we’re doing
for at least five or ten years.” We admire the executives of a firm who are will-
ing to invest in something for which they can see no near-term payout and
for which the long-term payout is totally impossible to measure. However,
while admiring them, we question their judgment.

As we noted earlier, if people cannot go back to their jobs and apply what
they have learned almost immediately, we seriously doubt they ever will. We
do not help ourselves gain credibility by portraying what we do as having no
immediate payoff, nor having any way to measure it. That feels like we are
purveyors of “fairy dust.”

The Power of Better Teaching Methods
It is easy to underestimate the enormous power of improved learning and
teaching methods. A group of 19 school districts in the Chicago area have
banded together to form the First in the World Consortium. These schools
have focused on improving their teaching methods. The outcome is that if
these 19 districts were considered to be a “country,” it would rank number 1,
2, or 3 in the world on scores in mathematics and science at several grade lev-
els. The students, many from inner-city schools, perform better than students
in Singapore, Korea, and Japan, despite the fact that U.S. students overall are
in the lower half of worldwide comparative scores.

How was that accomplished? Teachers act as coaches and facilitators. Stu-
dents are actively engaged. Lectures are seldom used. The students work on
projects that are exciting to them. They are far more emotionally engaged
than in a normal classroom setting.12
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Emphasize Action Learning Projects—
or Work on Projects That Matter
The preceding section described how learning methods can make a big dif-
ference. In addition to the methodology, there is a way to focus the develop-
ment process around honest-to-goodness issues the organization faces. Rather
than spending time analyzing a company in a totally different industry, why
not focus the development process on the most important, thorniest, chal-
lenging issues the organization actually has? This idea, dubbed “action learn-
ing,” was pioneered by Reginald Revans, a management professor at Oxford
University in England.13 The idea met with such success that it has become
widely used in the most sophisticated leadership development programs all
over the world.

The Siemens organization gave teams of participants in its leadership devel-
opment process the problems that in times past it would have given to a high-
profile consulting company such as McKinsey, Bain, or BCG. Siemens
estimated that the recommendations coming from the action learning teams
saved the corporation between $3 million and $4 million in consulting costs
and reaped recommendations that produced $11 million in savings in one
year. Thus, Siemens’ leadership development process moved from being a
huge expenditure and cash drain to being a vehicle to improve performance.
Take the savings from the team’s recommendations and then add the fees
Siemens would have paid the external firms, and the payoff was handsome.14

The other compelling argument in favor of action learning, however, is
the highly engaging nature of it. People generally find these activities to be
more involving. Action learning projects meet nearly all of the criteria we
described. They are eminently practical, because they have been selected
with those criteria in mind. They are very job-related because they spring
from within the organization. They lend themselves to rapid implementa-
tion. The projects are extremely concrete. Typically, the groups spend sev-
eral weeks to several months working on the project, so that it becomes a
long-term learning experience rather than an event. Nothing could be more
job-related. Very often, the teams doing the analysis of an issue or problem
are then asked to be involved in planning for, and actually implementing,
their recommendations.

Our view is that the great power of action learning is the fact that it so com-
pletely meets the criteria for effective learning methods. It is a perfect way to
tap into the enormous wellspring of talent, innovation, and knowledge that
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exists within every firm. The people involved are energized when asked to
address a topic of such obvious importance and value to the firm.

One interesting approach in leadership development involves each par-
ticipant defining a personal action learning project. Ford Motor Company has
used this technique. They call it their QIP (Quantum Idea Project) activity.
It is a centerpiece of their New Business Leader Program designed for first-
level supervisors of salaried employees.

Stewart Friedman observes the results this had at Ford:

Action learning creates business impact. The projects participants choose must

have a business benefit in terms of customer satisfaction, cost reduction, or

enhanced revenue. One of the most notable examples is the QIP—the Quantum

Idea Project. It’s the key to our New Business Leader Program—The QIP,

intended to drive revolutionary change at Ford, stretch an individual’s capacity to

think critically, innovate daringly, evaluate choices strategically, and support

business objectives wisely. In the process, a manager begins to develop leadership

skills that he/she can use every day. The QIP process is organized according to key

milestones, check-offs, and evaluation processes inherent to a project. Additionally,

our programs instill a sense of accountability. Participants are evaluated on the

outcome of their projects and how well they performed as leaders. For example,

how did they interact with their peers? Did they network successfully? Did they

learn new ways of doing things?15

Most action learning projects involve sizable teams, often representing 
different functional areas of the organization and different countries. They
meet face-to-face on some occasions and supplement such meetings with tele-
conferences or chat rooms on the Internet.

One key element is the process of ensuring that learning is taking place as
the team works on a real issue or problem. Outside resources, such as tech-
nical experts, are often made available to the team, but it is the team’s respon-
sibility to ask for and use these resources. Participants are often working on
an issue that is outside the normal sphere of their responsibility. The teams
are nearly always devoid of any hierarchy. Instead they are composed of “orga-
nizational cousins”—people at generally the same level but from different
“families” inside the firm. Often, a facilitator is assigned to work with the team
to ensure that time is taken periodically to pause and reflect on what they have
learned and to encourage different approaches in the future.16
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We recommend the reader obtain Michael Marquardt’s book Action Learn-
ing.17 It is a practical discourse on action learning and how to implement it
in any organization. There is also an excellent chapter (Chapter 4) on action
learning in David A. Garvin’s Learning in Action.18

Create a Culture of Feedback
Leadership development is significantly enhanced in a culture in which 
continual feedback is common. A variety of mechanisms exists to help make
this happen, and we think they are highly useful.

Some of those are

● 360-degree feedback procedures
● Frequent performance discussions between bosses and subordinates
● Team-building sessions
● Coaching relationships
● Skip-level meetings

We often think of feedback as consisting of harsh or difficult messages.
Nothing is more untrue. Some of the most valuable feedback in organizations
is letting people know that what they are doing is appreciated and helpful to
others. This is very much in keeping with our basic message of focusing on
strengths. People often do not appreciate their strengths because much of the
feedback they have received through their lives has been about what they
failed to do, deficiencies they have, or mistakes they have made. One way of
having people more fully comprehend their strengths is for the organization
to provide frequent feedback to them. Most feedback can be framed as sug-
gestions, ideas to consider, or things the person might wish to think about.
For many people, that is all that is required.

There is, on the other hand, value in people being able to deliver difficult
messages to each other in a constructive way. Possibly the most common fail-
ing we see in executives is an unwillingness to confront performance issues
with people. They are so afraid of hurting the other person’s feelings and so
afraid that the relationship will be damaged that they avoid any such discus-
sion. Performance of the person often continues to spiral downward until the
time comes when the manager has no alternative but to terminate him. Then
comes the weird conversation in which the subordinate says, “Why didn’t you
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tell me that I had performance problems?” To which the manager replies, “I
did not want to hurt your feelings.”

The healthiest feedback in organizations comes when people can freely
exchange views with each other. Max de Pree, the retired CEO of Herman
Miller, stated, “I now work with about ten people, all of whom see me as one
of their mentors. In order for a mentorship to work, it has to be a co-mentor-
ing arrangement. You can’t have a teacher and a student. You both have to be
a teacher and a student. That keeps me alive. I keep learning.”19

Transform Complexity into Simplicity
We live in a time in which during the day, a typical manager receives 34
phone calls, hundreds of e-mails, 6 faxes, and spends 2 to 3 hours in meet-
ings. It is a time of data overload. We have access to seeming warehouses of
information on everything imaginable, including most business issues. Rather
than being forced to choose between one good alternative and one bad one,
most leaders find themselves in the situation of having to choose among at
least a handful of good alternatives.

It is no longer the choice between right or wrong tactics or strategy. The
choice is among multiple avenues and trying to figure out which is best. The
former Fortune magazine editor Thomas Stewart has written of those conflicts
in an article about the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce. After inter-
viewing all of the senior management, the people in charge of a new leader-
ship development center identified nine dilemmas leaders face:

1. Acting in a “get out with the troops” approach, versus a strong,
charismatic, highly visible manner.

2. Having an independent, entrepreneurial culture versus being a good
team player and acting interdependently with others.

3. Managing for the short term versus the long term.
4. Having a culture of high creativity versus one of discipline.
5. Trust versus change. The argument here is that every time you

institute major change, you risk damaging the feelings of trust that
people have for you.

6. Bureaucracy busting versus working toward economies of scale.
7. Emphasis on people versus high productivity.
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8. Management versus leadership. Do we emphasize the technical and
administrative issues or swing to emphasize people, mission, and vision?

9. Revenue growth versus cost containment.20

The job of the leader is one of constantly dealing with complexity and
ambiguity. Leadership development processes must help them to deal with
that. Some mechanisms may be institutional, like the Procter & Gamble prac-
tice of limiting all memos to one page. That forces you to move complexity
into simplicity.

Our earlier discussion of the U.S. Marines Corps’ approach is yet another
way of going about it. Insist that every major problem or mission be distilled
to three alternatives, about which some analysis is performed and a selection
is made of the best alternative. Then detailed plans are made for the final
selection. The process of taking any problem or mission and winnowing it
down to three alternatives is a powerful procedure.

Involve Your Leaders as Teachers
Involving leaders as teachers has a number of benefits. First, you never learn
something more effectively than when you have to teach it. So the process of
engaging leaders as teachers is a powerful way to let them become highly con-
versant with any body of content or new initiative. Second, it is a great devel-
opmental tool. The teachers gain new skills, both in teaching and as a role
model of whatever it is they are teaching. Third, their presence lends high
credibility to what is being taught.

The use of leaders as coaches to action learning teams is one obvious exam-
ple of this practice. Each action learning team needs someone to be its offi-
cial sponsor, or “angel.” The team also needs someone to run interference
when required, as well as someone to mentor the group through the process.
In such a role, numerous opportunities arise for coaching on leadership
behavior for all of the participants.

Make Development a Longer-Term Process,
Not an Event
Leadership development activities have long been viewed as events. That
event could be a weekend, an entire week, or, in some cases, it could
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stretch to as many as 13 weeks. (We are reminded of the executive who
asked his boss about attending a 13-week executive development program,
and the boss replied, “If I can spare you for 13 weeks, I can spare you.”)
What we are advocating is not multiweek-long programs. Instead, we are
strongly advocating the practice of making any development process part
of ongoing work activities and that it be viewed as part of “lifelong 
learning.”

In conducting focus groups with senior executives, it is clear that they 
prefer short bursts of time off the job with meaningful activities taking place
between such meetings. With the majority of people in leadership roles work-
ing more than 50 hours per week, the pressure to minimize time off the job
is very real. For example, in the Goldman Sachs leadership development 
operation, the longest time anyone is off the job is two days.

One useful trend is toward “blended solutions,” or programs that combine
Web-delivered content along with facilitated sessions. This allows any con-
ceptual material or content to be delivered over the Internet. When com-
pleted, participants then attend a facilitated session in which those ideas are
applied to real situations and during which participants can practice new
skills. Afterward, the participants have access to online simulations that rein-
force all the content and the skills they have learned.

The blended solution, by its very nature, becomes an extended process of
development. Many of these include the creation of a coaching relationship
with another person in the organization, and they may also offer online men-
toring for people with questions or issues they wish to address. This combi-
nation of multiple learning methods, all provided over an extended period of
time, is a good example of learning being a long-term process and not a one-
time event.

Build Accountability into the Development 
Process
One of the strange anomalies of leadership development programs in the past
has been the issue of accountability. There has been accountability on the part
of those who were organizing and conducting the process. Some have jokingly
described these as the “F” measurements. That is, we have collected data about
how the participants liked the facilities, the food, the faculty, and the fun.

Where there has been no accountability has been on the participants’ side
of the equation. Did the participants learn and retain that information? Did
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they ever attempt to use it? What results did they achieve? How have they
passed it on to people who work around them? Are there any concrete busi-
ness indicators such as productivity improvement, revenue generation, cus-
tomer satisfaction, cost reduction, or employee retention numbers to indicate
that the participants had implemented what they learned?

Some previous studies of leadership development programs suggested that
people liked the experience but seldom did anything with it. Obviously, this
depends a good deal on the objectives of the learning process and what was
done. We argue that the time has come for organizations to be clear about
the business objectives of leadership development and to measure the out-
comes. Chapter 14 will more thoroughly address the importance of follow-
through for all development activities.

Plan Developmental Experiences 
for Leaders
Leadership development is more than a “training station.” Yes, classroom
experiences can have value, but most thoughtful observers conclude that
approximately 80 percent of what we learn is casual and informal.

Time spent in formal learning and development is miniscule compared
with hours spent on the job. It is vital, therefore, to put aspiring leaders into
environments from which they can learn a great deal in a short time.

The research is so clear about experiences making a huge difference in a
leader’s development that it is obvious that thoughtful planning about these
experiences is mandatory. Each leader should be considered by the organi-
zation and decisions made regarding rotational assignments, which could
include moving from one division to another, movement from line to staff,
from domestic operations to an international assignment, or onto some spe-
cial task force that is assigned an important project of vital interest to 
the firm.

Challenging assignments accelerate the pace of learning. They immerse
people in the nitty-gritty of the industry, the company, or some functional area
within it. They learn first-hand the enormous value of teamwork.

We recommend the book The Lessons of Experience by Morgan McCall,
Jr., Michael Lombardo, and Ann Morrison. It gives practical insights into how
work experiences lead to the development of leaders.21
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Celebrate Successes
When positive results are achieved, they need to be celebrated. The organi-
zation needs to see the link between a business result and the development
efforts that helped achieve that. When customer satisfaction numbers go up
as a result of the actions taken by recent alumni of a leadership development
effort, it should be widely broadcast.

Conclusion
The success of all of the above recommendations hinges on the bone-deep
beliefs of the senior leaders of the organization. Do they really believe that
their people can become great leaders? Or do they hold the old view that intel-
ligence and ability are fixed at birth and people really cannot change a great
deal? Are they willing to invest their time in giving leadership to this leader-
ship development effort? We have often focused on the financial commitment
the senior leaders must make, but their personal commitment and time are
far more important.

Are the senior leaders willing to set the expectations at a very high level
and insist that everyone strive to be an excellent leader? For the organizations
that make this commitment, the rewards are extremely high. For those who
choose not to, the future is highly questionable.

Why This Approach Promises Greater Success 
in Developing Leaders
First, we submit that a focus on developing great leaders rather than merely
on “leadership development” gives a new perspective to what we do. It raises
our sights and creates a somewhat different mind-set for measuring our suc-
cess. Many of the leaders currently in the “good” category seem satisfied with
their current level of effectiveness. This is much like the experience one has
when climbing a high mountain. After a substantial hike, you can look up
the mountain and see what you think is the top. As you approach that point,
your excitement grows because of your accomplishment. If you were to 
sit down below what you thought was the summit, you might never find out
that what you thought was the top was only a peak that stuck out from the

The Organization’s Role in Developing Leaders • 259



mountain, hiding the real summit from view. Many of those who profess to
be leaders are only halfway up the mountain.

Second, an emphasis on strengths is more palatable than looking for blem-
ishes and weaknesses. Most of us enjoy doing things we are good at. We con-
tend that it is much easier for a leader to find ways to magnify strengths than it
is to overcome weaknesses. It comes more naturally. Becoming really good at
something is more energizing than attempting to patch flaws. You are getting
“rewards” for the behavior you are enhancing from day one. That in turn
increases your aspirations, and in turn makes it easier to work on things you do
not do well. Fewer people will resist the message to get better at things they are
good at, in contrast with improving to average on some perceived weakness.

Third, people are more willing to practice skills they are good at. Recent
research on “expert performers” attributes extraordinary performance to dili-
gent practice, not to some unique quality bestowed by deity. Great musicians,
sports figures, and chess players got there the same way. Tiger Woods, it is
argued, is great because, with the help of a dedicated coach, he has practiced
about 10,000 more hours than most golfers, beginning at a very early age. To
get really good at anything requires practice. Leadership is no exception.

Fourth, we submit that by measuring the perceptions of subordinates and
peers, we have a tool for the immediate and objective measurement of 
leadership. Frequent and precise measurements are possible and relatively
economical.

Fifth, change need not take forever. The authors frequently ask practitioners
of leadership development, “What are you doing that seems to be paying off?”
As we noted earlier, the most frequent answer is something like, “Well, it is too
early to tell.” Reading between the lines, the answer really says, “We can’t see
that anything is changing or has changed.” “We don’t want to be held account-
able for change, but we hope something shows up three or four years from now.”

Two things are troubling about this response. Leadership is all about
change, so if the leadership development process is not producing change,
then it probably is not working. Our experience with change suggests the
opposite conclusion from the one we hear about coming in future years.

Two professors at the Stanford business school taught quantitative meth-
ods in their executive program. They decided to write participants who had
attended the program and ask them two questions: “Did you apply any of the
content you learned in our session?” “If so, when did you do that?” The over-
all number of people who had done something was discouragingly low, but 
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the instructive part was in the second question. If the participants had done
something, they did so in the first two weeks after returning home or it didn’t
happen at all. In fact, one respondent’s reply was particularly interesting. He
had left in the middle of one of the professors’ presentations. They assumed he
thought it boring or irrelevant or both. They were delighted to get the response
back that this participant had indeed implemented something. He noted, “I
left half-way in your presentation to go out and call my staff and asked them
to start that analysis. I knew if I waited, I probably would not have done it.”

That squares exactly with our experience. If you wait, nothing happens. To
believe that change will show up years after an executive development process
is contrary to all the evidence.

Apply Your “Experience”Test
Think of the best executives for whom you ever worked.

● What impact did they have on you and your performance?
● Were their groups a little more productive and creative than others or

were they a lot more productive?
● Did you perceive that they possessed multiple strengths?
● Was their success driven by their strengths or was it that they lacked

any weakness?
● Did their success push other leaders’ performance down or did their

success help to elevate others?
● Did they have any dramatic flaws?
● What impact did they have on the careers of the people who reported

to them?

We think most readers will confirm the validity of our thesis from their own
experiences. We began this book by proposing 20 insights about leadership.
In the vernacular of the old preacher, we began by telling you what we were
going to tell you, then we did our best to tell you, and now we have summa-
rized what we told you. Our hope is that the leadership tents of everyone in
your organization will constantly expand as you take these steps.
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13

MEASURING LEADERSHIP
IMPROVEMENT AT
GENERAL MILLS

If it can’t be expressed in figures, it is not science; it is opinion.

— Robert Heinlein

Measurement is the first step that leads to control and eventually to
improvement. If you can’t measure something, you can’t understand it. If
you can’t understand it, you can’t control it. If you can’t control it, you
can’t improve it.

— H. James Harrington

Case Study: General Mills Building 
Great Leaders
General Mills has an international reputation as an excellent place to work,
an admired company, a great corporate citizen, and one of the best-led com-
panies in the world. Every year they receive numerous awards and accolades.
In 2003, Kevin Wilde, the Chief Learning Officer, updated their approach to
leadership development by incorporating the approach and philosophy from
the Extraordinary Leader research into a new development process called
“Building Great Leaders.” Wilde was impressed with messages from the
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research that emphasized the difference between good leaders and great 
leaders. Clearly, General Mills had the same philosophy; they needed great
leaders. He also was impressed with the strength-building philosophy. “As a
brand-centric company, we have always believed in building brands and 
leaders as our primary mission. As with a strong brand such as Cheerios or
Yoplait, it is more effective to build on success and add to strength,” said Wilde.
To help leaders build their strengths, a customized competency companion
development guide was developed. The companion guide provided leaders
with new insights on specifically what they needed to do to improve a strength.
“We adapted the companion guide as the key ‘take away’ from the training
and coaching,” Wilde added.

In 2003 and 2004, all officers and directors at General Mills received 
360-degree feedback, training on the strength-building philosophy, and
instructions on how to use competency companions to build strengths. Lead-
ers also received one-on-one coaching on their feedback and their develop-
ment plans. The external executive coaches used were specifically trained 
in the logic and methodology of strength-building and the Competency 
Companion Guide. The efforts for improvement were reinforced in 2005 and
2006 with additional training and support to keep development momentum
going. In 2007, all officers and directors received a follow-up 360-degree assess-
ment to measure their progress. We were able to compile a data set of 181
leaders with both pre-test and post-test results. This enabled us to assess the
impact of the Extraordinary Leader approach.

A comparison of the overall leadership effectiveness rating on the pre-test
results with the post-test results showed a statistically significant improvement
in overall leadership effectiveness. For an organization that is already well led,
to show significant improvement suggests that every organization, no matter
how good they are, can get even better.

We were primarily interested in the leaders who made significant
improvements in their leadership effectiveness. We eliminated leaders in
the data set who were at the 80th percentile or higher in the pre-test results.
These are leaders that were already quite extraordinary. Looking at the
results for the remaining 141 leaders, we found that 34 percent had made
substantial improvement in their leadership effectiveness. Six percent were
substantially less effective. We have always found in our pre-test and post-
test research that a small percentage of leaders get negative post-test results.
Typically, these are leaders who had moved to much more challenging jobs
and had not yet mastered the complexities of their new assignments. 
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The remaining 60 percent were about the same in the post-test as they were
in the pre-test (Figure 13-1).

(Leaders who were rated as more effective were those who increased their
overall leadership effectiveness score by 0.3 on a five point scale. The overall
leadership effectiveness score is an average of 32 items assessing leadership
effectiveness. A 0.3 difference is highly significant.)

We were also interested in the impact of leaders who worked on building
on strengths versus those who primarily concentrated on fixing weaknesses.
We identified strengths as items in the pre-test results that were above aver-
age. Weaknesses, on the other hand, were items that were below average. We
then looked for leaders who had improved an individual item by 0.5, which
is a substantial increase. We were surprised that despite our emphasis in the
original training sessions on building strengths, the majority of leaders (83)
focused only on fixing weaknesses.

Once again, our philosophy recognized the need to fix fatal flaws, but we
believe approximately 30 percent of leaders have fatal flaws. Thirty-six percent
of the leaders focused their change efforts on both strengths and weakness. It
is instructive to look at the impact of the two approaches. Figure 13-2 shows
the pre-test and post-test percentile scores for both groups.

Note that the group that improved on both strengths and weaknesses
improved by 36 percentile points. However, the group that was focused 
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Figure 13-1 Overall Change Comparing Pre-test and Post-test Results

6

60

34

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Less effective About the same

Amount of Change

Perceived Changes in Behavior of 141 General
Mills Executives Over a Three-Year Period

More effective



exclusively on fixing weaknesses only increased by 12 percentile points. It is
good news that both approaches work, but those that improved strengths and
weaknesses made substantially more progress.

This case study provides some excellent evidence: first, that the effective-
ness of leaders can be improved, and second, that the strength-building
approach is a powerful tool in helping leaders to improve.

We also observed that those who worked on strengths and weaknesses
showed improvement in a number of other areas, while those who worked
only on weaknesses showed no such “spreading” or “extending” effect to other
behaviors. “We found these results amazing and at the same time, confirm-
ing our strategy of development through strength building” said Wilde.
“While many leaders were initially skeptical of this approach, we eventually
won them over and the results of this study will reinforce our approach and
continued focus on leader development moving forward.”

For further information on measuring change for those involved in devel-
opment programs, go to www.zengerfolkman.com and “click on Services.”
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Figure 13-2 Improvement Comparing Pre-test to Post-test
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14

THE IMPORTANCE OF
FOLLOW-THROUGH

“In golf as in life it is the follow through that makes the difference.” (Anon.)

“I can give you a six-word formula for success: “Think things through—then
follow through.”

—Sir Walter Scott

Modern medicine has enjoyed periodic breakthroughs of enormous signifi-
cance. Sulfa drugs, penicillin, antibiotics, chemotherapy, CAT scans, and the
recent advent of statin drugs that lower blood pressure are examples of impor-
tant pharmaceutical advances that transformed the practice of medicine.

Is it possible that leadership development might enjoy such dramatic
advancements? What could happen that would catapult us to an entirely new
plateau of results? And where is that breakthrough most likely to occur? Talk
to any group of laymen or professionals about what’s broken in the current
learning and development process, and most will tell you it’s the lack of seri-
ous posttraining follow-through. Depending on how and what you count,
there’s approximately US$50 billion spent in the United States each year on
learning and development and related programs. Those expenditures result
in a range of beneficial improvements.

But what if those results could be significantly greater by reallocating our
efforts and resources to better align with the obvious need for additional 
follow-up activities?
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Segmenting the Development Process
For conceptual clarity, let’s divide the learning and development process into
the following three phases while readily admitting that the lines are fuzzy:

Phase 1 consists of all the activities that happen prior to someone physi-
cally attending a session. That includes articles and books to read,
questionnaires to be completed, or data to be collected.

Phase 2 describes the learning event itself. The event may be two hours
in length or three months long. It may involve participants congregat-
ing in the same room or participants communicating via video-
conferencing or some other form of distance learning.

Phase 3 begins after the learning event. It includes the subsequent activi-
ties that are designed to reinforce and strengthen the application of
the learning.

FUND ALLOCATION FOR EACH PHASE
We’re not aware of any reliable data that accurately breaks out what organi-
zations spend on each phase of the process. But after conferring with many
colleagues, we estimate that most organizations spend less than 10 percent of
their effort and dollars on Phase 1. Less than that, probably 5 percent, is spent
on Phase 3.1

Clearly, leadership development efforts and dollars are focused primarily
on Phase 2. But according to research done by Brent Peterson while serving
as director of research for the Franklin Covey organization, the value that each
of those sectors contributes to the ultimate effectiveness of any learning effort
is dramatically different from how we currently fund them. That disparity
between potential impact and actual funding is evident in Figure 14-1.

Further reinforcing the importance of frequent or consistent follow-up is
the research conducted by Goldsmith and Holman.2 They studied various 
levels of follow-up on the ultimate outcome of a management development
program conducted in six different organizations. Participants, who numbered
more than 12,000, were asked to identify six people who were familiar with
their work performance. These six people were asked to respond to a question
that asked for a comparison of this person’s performance today in contrast with
their performance several months prior.

Participants were divided into different categories, based on their own self-
report of the amount of follow-up they had undertaken since the development
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program. The results are rather dramatic. We’ll show only two in Exhibit 14-1
and Exhibit 14-2.

It is obvious that very little change has occurred with the group in Exhibit
14-1. Now contrast this group with those leaders who had done frequent or
consistent follow-up (Exhibit 14-2).

These data clearly confirm that the ultimate result of any leadership devel-
opment effort hinges strongly on what happens after the event. It gives great
support to the importance of Phase 3 in this development process.

We’re not advocating that expenditures must exactly parallel the value
derived from each phase. But it’s apparent that we’re significantly under-
funding and underemphasizing Phase 3 activities.

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES
We engage in leadership development activities because we want to produce
some measurable result. Although we always want people to feel good about
their experience and time spent, the reactions they have to the development
process are clearly not the most relevant measure. We would certainly expect
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Research evidence on follow-up:

• Goldsmith and Holman studied 
12,000 managers under 
conditions of no follow-up versus 
consistent follow-up.
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that greater knowledge had been gained in a relatively permanent way and
that behavior and skills would improve. Ultimately, we hope for there to be
some tangible return on the organization’s investment.

It is extremely clear, however, that if we want any of these higher order
changes to occur, we must pay greater attention to the follow-on process.

THE POWER OF PHASE 3
An effective Phase 3 process provides an enormous benefit to an organiza-
tion because it enhances the degree to which any learning is put into prac-
tice; thus, it leverages the investment made in Phase 2 learning events. To
improve Phase 3, a new environment must be created that provides periodic
reminders to participants about the learned behavior and encourages that
behavior’s use.

Effective Phase 3 efforts are characterized by implementations in which

● Any desired new behaviors are made specific
● Participants make clear, public commitments to complete a task by a

certain time
● Participants know that there will be a consistent mechanism that holds

them accountable
● Participants are regularly reminded to plan for the next phase of

implementation
● Obstacles are anticipated, plans are put in place to overcome those

obstacles, and “vaccinations” are prepared to prevent backsliding or
having individuals’ efforts gradually diluted

● Good measurement tools are available to let managers and
administrators of the learning process monitor the progress of the
individual and group.

Specify new behaviors. A frequent complaint about many learning or
development processes is that participants aren’t clear about what they are to
do when they return to work. They’ve acquired new information; they’ve
rehearsed new skills; they may have altered some attitudes. A decided fuzzi-
ness still exists, however, about what’s specifically being asked of them on the
job. Thus, one key to effective Phase 3 follow-up is a high degree of specificity
about what’s expected of participants.
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Make clear, public commitments. The likelihood that a desired action
will occur increases when participants make oral and written commitments
to others. Research has shown that the more near-term those goals are, the
more likely it is that they’ll be implemented. Good intentions aren’t nearly as
effective as written commitments.

Evaluate. Most learning and development processes include a fair amount
of evaluation. Feedback instruments often rate the “Fs”—food, faculty, facilities,
and fun. Noticeably missing from the typical evaluation is any assessment of what
participants have done with what they learned. Learning and development must
involve rigorous implementation accountability or it is to no avail. The great
bulk of that accountability can only take place when participants leave the learn-
ing experience and know they’ll be asked to report back with their results.

Plan the next phase. When participants return from a learning event,
they’re cast back into the maelstrom that is work. One of the real benefits of
a formal learning and development process is that it protects participants from
their jobs for a short amount of time and allows them to focus on learning.
But in Phase 3, that shield is gone. Commitments are diluted, and partici-
pants are distracted. Some mechanism has to remind them of the learning
commitments they made, force them to assess their progress periodically, and
help them plan their next steps. Those reminders may be self-generated or
come from external sources.

Prevent relapse. Returning to a job inevitably brings the dilution of many
other activities and the strong temptation to revert to previous behaviors.
Relapse prevention can be effective. Just taking the time to predict barriers
and distractions and deciding in advance how to react to those pressures can
be an important first step.

Monitor individual and group progress. Seldom have organizations built in
effective mechanisms by which to obtain any kind of granular analysis regard-
ing the individual and group outcomes of a learning and development process.
Who is taking action? What new behavior are they implementing? Where are
they having greatest success? Where are the biggest challenges? How much
effort are they putting forth? And how much progress has been made?

The Influence of Follow-Up Activities
To further measure the impact of follow-up activities, 1,165 managers partic-
ipated in an employee survey. Each manager was given a feedback report that
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summarized the performance results of his or her work group. Managers were
asked to perform two simple tasks as follow-through on the survey:

● Hold a feedback meeting with their work teams.
● Take action on one issue.

One year after the initial survey, a postsurvey was conducted in which
employees were asked if their work groups used the survey to make improve-
ments. A comparison of employee satisfaction was made between the groups
that did or did not follow up using the survey. Exhibit 14-3 shows those
employee satisfaction results.

As is evident from Exhibit 14-3, group members responded 79 percent pos-
itively on an employee satisfaction index when follow-up meetings and change
efforts occurred. On the other hand, only 34 percent of the group members
responded positively on employee satisfaction when no follow-up work had
taken place. The cost and effort associated with the employee survey process
was largely in creating the survey and ensuring that every employee completed
it. The requested follow-up meetings didn’t represent a substantial increase in
time or effort for each manager, but a significant portion of managers never find
the time to hold such meetings unless a great deal of pressure is placed on them.

Steps for Better Follow-Up
In the T � D article “The New Leadership Development,” the authors wrote:

“Leadership programs have traditionally been one or two-week events. In

participants’ minds, when the event was over, leadership development for the year
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Exhibit 14-3 Employee Satisfaction Results
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(Showing the percentage of employee satisfaction in each category under conditions of follow-up or 
no follow-up on an employee survey performed for a leader’s group.)



was over. The most effective leadership development programs in the future will

transform an event into a process that lasts a participant’s entire career.

“In lieu of a two-week session, we strongly favor the two-to-five day sessions

spaced over 18 to 24 months. Between formal sessions, other learning mechanisms

can occur. Formalized sessions are valuable because they shield participants from

their jobs. Because people are working longer hours and everyone’s pace has

quickened, there’s a need for formal protection to temporarily protect participants

from the pressures of work. However, formal sessions should be viewed as

punctuation marks, not the text.

“In the intervening times, online or telephone coaching can be useful, as are buddy

groups. In addition, a series of email messages can maintain participants’ connection.

There should be a constant review of the metrics showing results, including periodic

reminders of the commitment and the changes that were agreed to.”3

Those paragraphs introduce a number of promising techniques:
Space learning events over time. One change that many organizations

have implemented is to space learning events to create opportunities for appli-
cation and then coming back to report, evaluate, and be reenergized.

Create buddy systems or support groups. At the conclusion of any learn-
ing event, buddy systems can be created or lunch groups established to keep
the implementation of learning moving forward by meeting on a regular basis.

Coach online or by telephone. A regularly scheduled telephone call from
someone available to discuss implementation steps or any challenges that a
participant has encountered has been shown to greatly increase the degree of
implementation.

Encourage mentorships. Similarly, someone inside the organization who
can mentor another employee performs a valuable service. By periodically
touching base, a mentor shows interest in his or her participant’s progress and
offers assistance when needed.

Initiate job discussions. A manager or supervisor who regularly provides
reminders to practice new behaviors is an asset. Evidence shows that a boss
who initiates frequent discussions about job progress and career interests pro-
duces improved employee performance and productivity.

Manage yourself. Behavioral self-management, such as entering activities
in a planner or adhering to a checklist, is the best kind of management. If
employees create mechanisms to help them remember new behaviors or to
eliminate inappropriate behaviors, that’s a more powerful tool than most 
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external influences. But only a small percentage of people are successful in
creating those mechanisms and sticking with them.

Send e-mail reminders. Technology has provided a cost-effective and
nonintrusive tool you can use to remind participants of the commitments
they made in any learning and development process: e-mail. E-mail repre-
sents an enormous breakthrough for our profession. Indeed, it may be our
miracle drug.

Review metrics. Because of the lack of follow-up activities, learning and
development professionals have to glean feedback about the learning process
from anecdotes and general impressions. New technology and software pro-
vides detailed information about the effectiveness of development on a group
and enables you to track the influence of that development on individuals.

Use 360-degree feedback surveys. Give participants, their peers, and their
bosses a 360-degree feedback survey, and you can combine the obtained infor-
mation into a report that participants can use to aid in their development.
After reviewing the report, participants can select a few behaviors that they
wish to improve. You can now conduct minisurveys that are easy and cost-
effective and focus specifically on the selected behaviors.

The Effect of the Internet
Given the pace and complexity of current work patterns, the Internet appears
to be an effective tool to aid in the implementation and follow-up process.
Whereas the benefits of having a mentor call every week or two to discuss an
employee’s progress is obvious, e-mail is a more economical vehicle to reach
participants. An e-mail can serve as a friendly reminder, ask for a brief assess-
ment of progress, and encourage participants to plan next steps to meet com-
mitments made during the learning process. By combining e-mail contact
with telephone contact, refresher sessions, and the opportunity to complete
further assessments, such as 360-degree feedback surveys, you enhance poten-
tial success of Phase 3. You can aggregate and analyze the data compiled
through those processes in many ways. You can find out which participants
are following through with their commitments; you can analyze the type of
goals or commitments participants are selecting (and ignoring); and you can
evaluate those goals and provide more challenging ones at a later date. Com-
paring the effectiveness of one training or development intervention with
another is also now possible.
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Phase 3 Potential
It’s obvious that more attention and resources need to focus on Phase 3 of the
learning process. Enormous sums of money have been spent on designing
engaging workshops and seminars. Even larger sums are spent to develop
highly sophisticated e-learning. But until now, minimal creativity, innovation,
and funding have been focused on the part of the learning process that ensures
that learning sticks. If a fraction of the effort that has been put into Phase 2 is
shifted to Phase 3, learning and development professionals will achieve their
goal of transferring learning back to the workplace.

For additional information on ways to improve implementation and fol-
low-through visit our web-site at www.zengerfolkman.com and access infor-
mation about ActionPlan/Mapper, a software tool designed specifically for
this purpose. Request a free copy of “Implementation Matters,” a booklet that
focuses specifically on this issue.
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Appendix

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Assessing the Relationship Between Managerial
Effectiveness and Employee Commitment 
(Figure 2-1)
We administered 360-degree assessments to 48,769 employees from a variety
of different organizations (public, private, government) that cut across a broad
set of business sectors. The survey contained both a 49-item leadership 
effectiveness measure based on the Extraordinary Leader 16 differentiating 
competencies and a five-item employee satisfaction/commitment index. The
two indexes were highly correlated. A Pearson correlation coefficient between
the two indexes was calculated at 0.51 (PC 0.000). The relationship between
the two variables indicated that 26 percent of the variance in employee com-
mitment could be accounted for by perceptions of managerial effectiveness.
Typically, the correlations are substantially higher in individual organizations.
For example, two organizations in the sample have correlations of 0.75 and
0.71 in which case the percent of variance would be 50 percent to 56 percent,
respectively. To produce the graph in Figure 2-1, individual responses from
each leader were aggregated by leader. The study included results from 7,391
leaders. The leadership effectiveness index was divided into 10 groups based
on the distribution of the data. The groups ranged in size from 781 to 609
leaders. All employees were direct reports to the leader. The graph shows the
raw mean score on the employee commitment index for each of the 
10 decile groups.
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Evaluating the Relationship Between Managerial
Effectiveness and Profitability (Figure 2-2)
A total of 1,672 assessments were distributed to employees, who assessed man-
agers in 35 regions of a mortgage bank. Managers had an average of nine
assessments done on them by their boss, peers, and direct reports. The 360-
degree assessment was custom-designed to measure specific competencies
thought to differentiate high- and low-performing managers. The assessment
survey had 65 items. A leadership effectiveness index composed of 15 survey
items was correlated with the net profit for each region. The Pearson corre-
lation between the leadership effectiveness index and net profit was 0.40 (PC
0.000). The leadership effectiveness index was then divided into three cate-
gories based on the distribution of the index.

The three categories were: bottom 10 percent, middle 80 percent, and top
10 percent. Figure 2-2 shows the strong impact of poor and extraordinary
leadership.

Evaluating the Relationship Between Managerial
Effectiveness and Turnover (Figure 2-3)
An insurance company administered a survey to work groups in which
leadership effectiveness was assessed. Eighty-nine groups matched up aggre-
gated survey results with annual turnover data. The leadership effectiveness
measured was composed of 10 survey items assessing the effectiveness of the
work group manager. The Pearson correlation between the leadership effec-
tiveness index and turnover was 0.29 (PC 0.007). The negative correlation
was created because the higher (more positive) the leadership effectiveness
measure, the lower the turnover. The leadership effectiveness measure 
was divided into three categories (bottom 30 percent, middle 60 percent, and
top 10 percent) to create Figure 2-3. The cut points on the categories were
chosen because of the consistency of turnover within each of the groupings.

Evaluating the Relationship Between Managerial
Effectiveness and Intention to Leave (Figure 2-4)
The same data set that was used to create Figure 2-1 was also used to measure
intention to leave. This was the combined results from hundreds of different
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organizations. A total of 7,484 leaders were assessed on their leadership effec-
tiveness, and their direct reports were asked to indicate the extent to which they
considered leaving their jobs and going to another organization. The percent-
ages represent the percent of employees who responded in a neutral or negative
way to the item. Intention to leave is an excellent predictor of actual turnover
with about 50% of the employees who think about quitting actually turning over.
The leadership effectiveness index was divided into 10 groups based on the
distribution of the data. The groups ranged in size from 781 to 609 employees.

Evaluating the Relationship Between Managerial
Effectiveness and Customer Satisfaction 
(Figure 2-5)
A high-tech communications company conducted a company-wide employee
survey and the same year collected 360-degree survey results from 612 man-
agers. The 360-degree survey results were merged with the employee survey
data. The 360-degree survey was customized with 50 items designed to meas-
ure overall leadership effectiveness. The aggregate of the 360-degree survey
items formed the leadership effectiveness index. The employee survey was
aggregated and merged with the aggregate 360-degree results. The data set also
contained additional demographics. The employee survey contained a series
of items measuring customer satisfaction. Percentile scores were calculated on
the customer and intention to stay measures for the 612 managers. Percentile
scores for the leadership effectiveness index were calculated and then divided
into the bottom 20 percent, the middle 60 percent, and the top 20 percent.

Replications of Findings
Since publishing the original version of this book, we have been engaged with
hundreds of organizations in replicating the relationship between leadership
effectiveness and critical organizational outcomes. After conducting all of
these studies, it has become clear that there is consistency in the findings. We
have never studied an organization where there was not a strong relationship
between leadership effectiveness and employee satisfaction/commitment. The
studies on intention to quit and percentage of highly committed employees
are also very consistent. In spite of telling our clients about the number of
replications of the research, they are always more fascinated by seeing the
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replication of their own data. In most organizations, leaders still ask the ques-
tion, “Is that true in our organization?” When leaders see how their own data
shows that great leaders create substantially higher levels of employee satis-
faction and commitment, they begin to be more serious and dedicated in their
efforts to become extraordinary leaders.

We frequently get questions about differences between U.S. and interna-
tional leaders. As we have used the Extraordinary Leader approach around
the world, we have found a large number of similarities between leaders in
different cultures. The graph in Figure A-1 shows results from four different
countries. The results were generated from the following:

● 81 leaders from a government organization in the United Arab Emirates
● 361 leaders from a variety of different organizations in Spain
● 727 leaders from a variety of different organizations in the 

United Kingdom
● 44 leaders from a financial services company in India

Leadership effectiveness was measured by a 49-item index assessing the
Extraordinary Leader 16 differentiating competencies. Employee satisfaction/
commitment were measured by a five-item index. It is clear from Figure A-1
that the relationship between leadership effectiveness and employee satisfac-
tion/commitment in these four different countries is very similar to the find-
ings from North America.
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Sixteen Competencies That Best Differentiate 
High- and Low-Performing Leaders (Chapter 4)
To accomplish this analysis, thirty-two 360-degree feedback data sets were ana-
lyzed, containing results from more than 100 different companies. Table A-1
provides a listing of the different data sets used in the analysis.

The analysis was completed using results from 237,123 survey responses
on 26,314 leaders. Each of the different data sets represented different cus-
tomized 360-degree surveys. A total of 1,956 360-degree items were used. Very
few of the items were repeated in the different surveys. This provided an
extraordinarily rich data set of competencies and items from a variety of dif-
ferent organizations.

Extensive analysis was done on each data set. First, data sets were compiled
into aggregated format by computing an overall average of all responses (e.g.,
boss, peers, direct reports, others), with the self-response excluded. This was
done for each leader in the data set. Next, an overall score was computed by
averaging all 360-degree items into an overall index. We next determined from
the overall score the top 10 percent of highest-scoring leaders and the bottom
10 percent of lowest-scoring leaders. Using these two groups, an independent
t-test was performed on each item. The t-values from the t-test were then
sorted for all survey items. The 10 to 15 items with the largest differences were
then selected from each data analysis and put into a combined set of key dif-
ferentiating items. Once all of the analysis was completed, the combined list
was again sorted, selecting only those with the highest t-values. Each item was
then put on a 3-inch by 5-inch card. The cards were sorted into groups sepa-
rately by both authors, and after several iterations the items were grouped into
16 different clusters. Because the survey items crossed over 32 different data
sets, we were not able to perform a factor analysis on the overall results, but
we did perform a factor analysis on individual data sets, which helped in
creating the appropriate clusters.

Impact of Profound Strengths on Overall
Leadership Effectiveness (Chapter 6)
In Chapter 6, a study was presented assessing the impact of profound strengths
on overall leadership effectiveness. Figure A-2 presents an updated study. The
data from the study came from the aggregated results of 7,195 leaders from a
variety of different organizations. The 360-degree assessment was based on the
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No. of No. of No. of 
Data Assessments Leaders Survey Organization(s)
Set No. Completed Assessed Items Description

1 2,872 290 64 Research and Development
2 10,691 762 36 Bank/Investment
3 4,178 639 45 Generic Survey—Many Different

Organizations
4 1,346 19 66 Chemicals
5 3,782 486 18 Food Processing
6 6,365 687 54 Food Sales
7 9,395 925 47 Foods
8 137 17 86 Manufacturing
9 2,670 349 48 Foods
10 21,786 3,022 60 High Technology
11 2,573 357 61 High Technology
12 1,502 147 52 Information Processing
13 3,512 259 84 Publishing
14 19,671 2,030 61 Generic Survey—Many Different

Organizations
15 7,290 943 60 Oil—Upstream
16 1,221 180 53 High-Technology Manufacturing
17 2,648 276 91 High-Technology Development
18 2,177 262 73 High Technology
19 11,048 1,123 88 High-Technology Development
20 12,060 1,175 79 High-Technology Sales/Service
21 1,183 165 51 Automotive
22 9,323 901 50 Foods
23 1,831 210 99 Foods
24 2,001 194 50 Restaurant
25 7,155 1,009 66 Research and Development
26 14,630 2,125 70 Generic Survey—Many Different
27 62,919 6,716 73 Generic Survey—Many Different

Organizations
28 2,300 146 52 Forest Products
29 2,174 196 60 Paper
30 4,083 338 54 Banking
31 1,297 130 55 Mortgage Bank
32 1,303 126 50 Insurance
Total 237,123 26,314 1,956

Table A-1 Composition of 32 Data Sets Used in the Key Differentiator Analysis



Extraordinary Leader 360-degree assessment and the 16 differentiating com-
petencies. To conduct the study, we calculated percentile scores on each of
the 16 differentiating competencies. We determined that a profound strength
was a competency at the 90th percentile or higher. We also calculated per-
centile scores on the overall leadership effectiveness index, which is the over-
all average of 49 items assessing leadership effectiveness. Note that the results
on this broader study are very close to the results listed in Chapter 6.

After the publication of the first edition of The Extraordinary Leader, there
was some criticism regarding this study. The criticism centered on the fact
that the overall leadership effectiveness index and each of the individual com-
petencies used to determine strengths were part of the same measure. That
being said, it is no surprise that with the addition of strengths, the overall effec-
tiveness percentile score increased. What impressed us in the research was
not that the scores went up but rather the substantial increase that came from
just a few strengths. To show the impact of strengths, we did an additional
study with 1,040 leaders. In this study, we examined some additional inde-
pendent measures that showed the impact of strengths. The 360-degree assess-
ment data was collected from managers, peers, and direct reports. Leaders
were assessed on 16 dimensions. Leaders with strengths (e.g., a competency
at the 90th percentile) were identified. The total results (e.g., average of man-
ager, peers, and direct reports) were assembled. This data set also included a

Research Methodology • 283

35

63

74
80 84 87 90

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 E

ffe
ct

iv
en

es
s

P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Number of Strengths

Figure A-2 Impact of Strengths on Overall Effectiveness



series of rating by direct reports on employee satisfaction. One item assessed
the overall effectiveness of each manager (e.g., “Overall, I feel my immedi-
ate supervisor/manager is doing a good job.”) This item was not one of the
360 items used to calculate the leadership effectiveness index. Leaders with
strengths were compared with the leadership effectiveness index (the average
of all 360 items), an independent rating of managerial effectiveness (the item,
“Overall I feel that my manager is doing a good job”) and an employee satis-
faction index (12 items assessing satisfaction with the company, job, direction
of the organization, etc.) Results of this study are presented below in Figure A-3.

Note that Figure A-3 shows in the first column the overall leadership effec-
tiveness data. It should not be surprising that these results are very similar to
the results found in our original research because this part of the study was
done in the same way. The second column (Rating of Managerial Effective-
ness) presents results from the independent rating of overall leadership effec-
tiveness. This displays the results from the one item assessing the overall
effectiveness of a manager as seen by his or her direct reports. Though not as
comprehensive as the leadership effectiveness index, it provides an overall
evaluation of the manager by direct reports. Note that the results track very
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consistently with those in column one (although slightly lower at 3 to 5
strengths). Column 3 represents a measure of employee satisfaction. This 12-
item index also follows a consistent trend. The insights from our original
research were that “The key to developing great leadership is to build
strengths.” We noted that building strengths created a substantial positive
impact on overall leadership effectiveness. This later research provides even
more evidence for that claim.
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HOW DO LEADERS BECOME EXTRAORDINARY?

By Focusing on Building Strengths

From increasing employee engagement to building bottom-line profitability, great leadership is the key
to success for any organization. The question is how do you develop great leaders with a strong
command of their key competencies? Additionally, how do you turn great leadership into positive,
measureable business results? They key is the training programs of Zenger Folkman.

Built on years of experience in the training and development industry, Zenger Folkman has created a
unique program based on the bestselling book The Extraordinary Leader. Packed with practical tools
and built for any organization, The Extraordinary Leader training program presents a step-by-step
approach for improving leadership without the usual platitudes or tired expressions. But perhaps most
importantly, The Extraordinary Leader training program docs what most training programs can't—
provide valuable follow-up to ensure that your leadership development program drives positive results.

In addition to The Extraordinary Leader training program, Zenger Folkman offers a number of award-
winning training solutions. From assessment tools and workshops to certification services and
individualized coaching, we have a program that will fit your needs and your budget. Best of all, our
training programs are designed with one thing in mind—to help organizations measurably improve
leadership behavior and accelerate positive organizational change.

Ready to Learn More?

Call 801.705.9375
Visit www.zengerfolkman.com

ZENGER | FOLKMAN

www.zengerfolkman.com
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