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Abstract


Knowing that leadership ability is forged by powerful experiences begs the question of how experience can be used systematically to develop leadership talent.  The purpose of this article is to take stock of where we are today in our knowledge of the role of experience in developing leadership talent, and to suggest where we might go next in our quest for wisdom about this topic.  Five leverage points available in organizations are described that can create a context supportive of learning from experience:  identifying developmental experiences; identifying people with potential to develop as leaders; processes for getting the right experience at the right time; increasing the odds that learning will occur; and taking a career-long perspective with a focus on transitions. The paper concludes with some challenges for both practitioners and researchers if we are to advance our understanding of this complex process.
This article is an edited version of a paper in the 2008 proceedings of “Leadership: Advancing an Intellectual Discipline,” celebrating the Harvard Business School's 100th Anniversary.  It will appear in an edited volume to be published by Harvard Business School Press in 2009.

Introduction
But the fact is that no book, consultant, class, or series of classes, including an MBA, can teach anyone how to lead even a small team, let alone a big organization.  It is a craft you can learn only though experience.  This lesson about leadership is evident throughout history, and remains true despite all the training and business knowledge that has been amassed.
Pfeffer & Sutton

Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-Truths, and Total Nonsense


Ah, experience!  The “school of hard knocks” that teaches lessons learned only “in the trenches” for which there is no substitute.  Yet few concepts (is it a concept?) produce so many contradictions.  “Some people have 20 years of experience, while others have one year of experience 20 times.”  Experience is said to be “the best teacher,” yet years of experience does not predict expert performance, executive effectiveness, or, ironically, teaching ratings.


It is not difficult convincing executives that experience is essential in developing leadership, even when they believe that leadership ability is largely a gift:  a gift must be developed and that development comes largely through experience.  But using experience to develop leadership talent is far easier to espouse than to do.  On the one hand it appears deceptively easy:  “If you see a guy with talent, you give him a difficult assignment.  If he does well, you reward him with another tough assignment,” says John F. Smith Jr., retired GM chairman (Welch, 2004, 72).  Or, as noted by car guru Carlos Ghosn, “You prepare them by sending them to the most difficult places…. You have to take the ones with the most potential and send them where the action is….  Leaders are formed in the fire of experience” (Ghosn & Ries, 2005, 152).  In fact, the very origins of the word “experience,” from the Latin roots ex-, out of, and periri, to go through, suggest gaining knowledge by going through trials, being tested.

But what appears to be a simple idea grows increasingly complicated in the face of simple questions.  What puts the fire in experience or makes an assignment challenging?  What specific lessons are learned from playing with fire?  Who are “the ones with the most potential,” or talent, and how do you spot them?  How do you make sure that, once spotted, the most talented get the experiences that they need when they need them; and, once in those experiences, how do you prevent them from coming out mildly singed, half-baked, or burned out?  Indeed, are all fires the same or does experience need to be administered in measured doses?  Is variety more important than repeated trials?  How much does timing matter?


These “simple” questions are vexing enough, but the whole matter of developing leadership through experience is even more problematic when considering the systematic use of experience to “prepare” a large population of people with “potential” for a multiplicity of senior roles.  How many and what kinds of difficult assignments are available?  Can the fires of experience be programmed?  Can progress be measured?  Are the results predictable?   Do all talented future executives need all the same experiences?  Some?  Many?   


Despite the increasing recognition that development is forged by powerful experiences, whether in crucibles (McCall et al, 1988; Bennis & Thomas, 2002), through personal and professional transitions (Dotlich et al., 2004), or negotiating the passages in the leadership pipeline (Charan et al., 2001), the practical questions remain and define a research agenda for years to come.  While much has been learned in the twenty plus years since Lessons of Experience focused attention on the role of experience in developing executives, and while corporations have made increasingly sophisticated use of that knowledge (e.g. Yost & Plunkett, in press), each step forward, instead of answering the questions, seems to raise new ones. The purpose of this article is to take stock of where we are today in our knowledge of the role of experience in developing leadership talent, and to suggest where we might go next in our quest for wisdom.
State of the Craft

Translating the use of experience to develop leadership talent from an intuitive act into a systematic process has not been an easy road and is far from complete.  For this author, ending up on this road, like most things in life, was serendipitous.  It began innocently enough, with an interest in what managers actually do as opposed to the popular abstractions of the time concerning leadership styles.  Diary and observational studies of managerial work (see McCall, Morrison, & Hannan,1978, for a review) pioneered by people like Rosemary Stewart (1967) and Henry Mintzberg (1973) suggested a dynamic, fragmented world that bore little resemblance to the simplified models of the day (e.g. Fiedler, 1967).  At the same time, it was a daunting challenge to actually study people “who dash around all the time” in dynamic environments.


Finding a way to hold the environment so that behavior within it could be examined more closely led to a multi-year project to develop a realistic simulation of managerial jobs in which practicing managers could be turned loose to do their thing under the watchful eyes of researchers.  Looking Glass created a known, standardized, and valid environment to study how managers made decisions, shared information, built and used relationships, and dealt with the myriad of issues, trivial and titanic, presented by a day in organizational life.  It was observing managers and executives at work and seeing the obvious power of simulation to stimulate learning (Lombardo & McCall 1981; McCall & Lombardo 1982) that inspired our research on experience and what it could teach.


Starting from what managers do rather than what they are like leads to a focus not on attributes of the individuals we might call effective leaders, but on the experiences that teach lessons that might, over time, produce effective leaders.  Instead of defining the Holy Grail as the characteristics that effective leaders have in common (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002), this approach acknowledges that effective leaders have different personalities, different styles, and behave in different ways.  Despite these differences, they can be equally effective if they are able to meet the demands of the environments in which they find themselves.  With that as a starting point, our focus was on how people learned to handle the demands, and the experiences that taught them.
Experiences that Matter

In our first effort to understand experience and what it teaches, we used personal interviews and open-ended surveys to find out from successful executives (as identified by their corporations) what experiences had changed them in some significant way and what they had learned from those experiences (McCall, Lombardo, & Morrison, 1988).  Qualitative analyses of these data produced 16 types of experiences, ranging from challenging assignments to significant other people to personal challenges, and 32 categories of lessons.  The “core elements” that made an experience a significant learning event were such things as facing difficult relationships, playing for high stakes, confronting adversity, and dealing with scope and scale.  The factors that make an experience a powerful learning event were later elaborated by McCauley et al. (1994) and appear in Figure 1.  
Figure 1 about here

The same year saw two seminal studies that supported the notion that challenging experiences lead to significant development of managerial and executive ability.  Nicholson & West (1988) surveyed over 2000 managers about transitions and their effects, concluding:

…(T)he job changes managers experience are, more often than not, radical in the altered situations they represent and the new demands they make.  It is common for the job changer to have to adapt simultaneously to new organizational settings, the responsibility of altered status, the demand to practice new skills, and involvement in a range of new relationships.  …(A)djustment to novelty acts as a stimulus to personal change. (117)

Adding to the evidence, Howard and Bray (1988), in their classic longitudinal study of managerial progress at the old AT&T, found that “the men
 who advanced the furthest tended not to be promoted in a straight line through the same type of function.  Movement between departments was common, as was movement to different geographical locations.” (174)  They went on to note that “it had been important, then, regardless of the men’s level in early years, to provide them with stimulation, challenge, and enough freedom to develop their own resourcefulness.” (175)

There is little question, then, that long-held managerial beliefs that leadership is learned on the job are supported by the empirical evidence accumulated over the last two decades.  Indeed, research has developed the wisdom of the trenches into an understanding of what makes an experience challenging, the kinds of experiences that present those challenges, and even what can be learned from mastering them.  These findings have been extended to the global stage (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002), as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 about here

But confirming that “leaders are formed in the fire of experience” has not solved the problems associated with using experiences to “form” leaders.  We know that all experiences are not created equal and that the developmental potential of experiences lies not in job titles or levels or descriptions, but only in the challenges they present that force new learning.  In other words, where there is smoke there is not always fire.  We know that variety trumps more of the same, but it isn’t as simple as jumping boundaries of business, geography, or function—what matters is what is jumped into and how that differs from what has gone before.  Doing a start up in one part of the business and then another start up somewhere else may require less learning than a start up followed by doing a turnaround, whether in the same or a different part of the business.  


Further, there is some sketchy evidence that the sequence of experience matters (McCall et al., 1988; Charan et al., 2001; Jaques & Clement, 1991).  We know, for example, that the first managerial job can be an extremely important experience, and that the transition from individual contributor to manager offers crucial lessons (Hill, 1992).  Having learned these early lessons appears necessary for learning the different and more complex lessons of even more demanding experiences (such as growing a business or a difficult turnaround).  Some managers, lacking the foundation provided by an early transition, learn what they should have learned earlier when they hit a major line assignment—and fail to learn the lessons offered by the more challenging experience.  


The issue of sequence takes on even more importance when the serendipitous nature of experience is taken into account.  Even if learning from experience were programmable—give them a first supervisory job, a turnaround, a divorce and, voila: executive—which it isn’t, powerful experiences are not always available to those who need them when they need them, and many priorities other than development dictate who gets what experience.  Often the organization’s short-term needs come first, and selection is dictated by past performance or track record rather than by developmental need.  Sometimes it works the other way, as when individuals refuse developmental opportunities that don’t appear to be promotions or that require them to make big personal sacrifices.  The realities of organizational existence make it fortunate that the order in which experience occurs isn’t always critical, and shows why career paths and other lock-step approaches to development have never worked well.


In summary, here’s what we have reason to believe is true about developmental experiences:
· They cover a variety of domains, from personal to jobs to other people

· They are developmental because they force learning by providing novel challenges

· All experiences are not created equal—they teach different things

· Variety over time matters, but it is not programmable

· Sequence sometimes matters

· Opportunities are often serendipitous


This means that using experience effectively will never be, and cannot be, a precise science or practice.  Above all it confirms and informs why developing leadership talent is highly individual and becomes more so over the course of a career.  It also suggests that an organization is limited in how much it can determine individual development.  Because of this, it is even more important that organizations do what they can to create a context supportive of developing leadership talent.  The callous practice of simply throwing talented people into fires to see who survives may be better than doing nothing, and given a sufficiently large pool of potential talent even may be sufficient, but it fails to capitalize on what we know about experience.  In that sense it is both inefficient (because it does not use the limited resource of experience efficiently) and costly (if the most talented people are the ones thrown into the fires, then the ones who do not survive are wasted talent—talk about burned out!).


Given that learning from experience is, in the end, up to the person having it, and that an organization cannot make anyone develop, finding the leverage points that increase the probability of developing more effective leaders is the central challenge.  One might begin by identifying experiences have developmental potential.  
Leveraging Experience

Leverage Point 1:  Identifying Developmental Experiences.
The easiest place to start is by having people who know the organization identify developmental projects, start-ups, and turnarounds, exceptional bosses, etc.--  those experiences in Figure 2 that are available in an organizational setting.  In many cases assignments can be developmentally enriched without requiring the incumbent to actually change jobs by working with the elements that make experiences powerful (see Figure 1).  While this buffet of potent experiences is demonstrably loaded with potential learning, not all of the lessons available are equally valuable to the organization.  Besides, life is too short for anyone to have all of the available experiences.  For this reason it is important to prioritize developmental needs in light of the organization’s strategy or business model and values (if any).  


The logic goes something like this.  First, translate the organization’s strategy into the leadership demands it implies:  if this is what we need to do, then what will our leaders need to deal with effectively?  Note that we are not asking what skills or attributes leaders will need, but rather what situations, demands, or challenges they will face as a result of the strategic direction.  Then, if we assume that leadership talent can be developed, and that some people are more likely to develop it than others, we can ask what experiences would increase the ability of talented people to handle those kinds of situations (see McCall, 1998).  If, for example, the growth of the business will be driven by mergers and acquisitions, what experiences would we give our best people to help develop their competence in dealing with mergers and acquisitions?  

This immediately leads to questions about where those kinds of experiences exist in the organization, or, if they don’t exist, what alternatives can be found or fabricated to prepare leaders for that future.  It also raises at least two other crucial issues:  how do we know who has the potential to learn from the experiences and become, over time, the leaders we need; and how do we insure that those people, once identified, actually get the experiences that they need?

Leverage Point 2:  Identification of Potential.  The current reverence for competency models
 has distracted researchers and practitioners from developing more sophisticated and realistic approaches to understanding leadership, and this distraction has been particularly destructive when it comes to identifying leadership potential (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007).  Assuming that all effective leaders or executives or managers are alike, whether in personality or style, or that all share the same set of attributes, is an appealing simplicity that flies in the face of every day experience.  Toyota’s Fujio Cho is hardly a Jack Welch in personality, style, or behavior, yet both were undeniably effective leaders.  


A more useful approach, and one with more promise for improving leadership development, assumes that different people have different attributes that they bring to situations and that there are different ways to handle the same situation effectively.  The challenge is to provide opportunities for people to learn how to handle important situations effectively without making assumptions about some finite set of attributes that everyone must have.  The measure of effectiveness here is increased competence in handling the demands and challenges of a leadership role, not acquiring an arbitrary set of competencies that may or may not be necessary or sufficient to get the desired results.  This is an interesting parallel to research on the performance of world class experts in a variety of domains which focuses on the path to mastery (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008) rather than on a search for universal traits or styles.


  Applied to the leadership “domain,” the mastery perspective suggests looking for people who have the potential to become increasingly competent through learning from experience.  More simply, we would want to give valuable developmental experiences to the people most likely to learn from them-- people with the ability to learn from experience, variously defined as an “openness to learning” (McCall, 1998; Spreitzer et al., 1997) or “learning agility” (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2001).  



The ability to learn from experience as defined by the various authors seems to include a variety of attitudes (e.g. acting as if there is something to learn, openness to feedback), skills (e.g. creating conditions that produce valid feedback, listening to feedback), and behaviors (e.g. taking opportunities to learn).  This is an area crying out for more research on whether learning from experience is the product of a unique set of attributes (unlikely), or of several different but equally effective sets; whether the ability to learn from experience is itself learned from experience; and how learning from experience may change over time or in the context of different kinds of experiences.  It seems, from anecdote and observation, that people drawn to managerial and executive careers are rarely reflective learners, so conventional approaches to how people learn may not apply.  Altogether different types of skills may be involved in “learning on the fly” and in learning while performing (there is even some evidence of an alarming negative relationship between performance demands and development).

Access to developmental experiences often is restricted to those considered to have “high potential.”  Membership in high potential pools is, in turn, usually determined by senior manager nomination, reflecting, in theory at least, a track record of high performance plus a dollop of prediction about how many more levels a person might rise.  Setting aside that this prediction may be made by someone who is not considered high potential, or who has not held the position at higher levels at which the prediction is aimed, the hi-pot’s ability to learn from experience is only implied by successful performance (the assumption being that only a learner could have progressed this far).  However, if the ability to learn from experience is not essential to effective performance in a particular situation (as may be the case in promotions that don’t require the development of new skills, such as doing more of the same with perhaps larger scope), or if learning from different kinds of experiences requires different learning abilities, then identifying “potential” based on current or past performance is problematic.  Assessment of demonstrated potential requires an understanding of the type of learning ability demonstrated by the candidate, the circumstances under which it was exhibited, and how the learning requirements may differ in future experiences.

Defining potential in terms of an individual attribute such as “ability to learn from experience” does not address the cumulative learning from experiences required for eventual mastery.  Indeed, the trek to mastery is characterized by fits and starts and discontinuities, but people with potential still should get “better” over time.  Given that, how can progress be assessed if it can’t be measured against some finite set of competencies that apply to all?  


One measure of progress (or mastery of leadership expertise) would be the degree to which the lessons offered by experience are learned and incorporated into behavior.  Over time one would expect that the “potential” of individuals could be assessed, however crudely, by evidence of the ability to learn from the experiences they have had, and by progress in the ability to meet the increasingly difficult demands of leadership jobs.  Categorizing the lessons (McCall et al., 1988; McCall, 1998; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002) suggests that the expert leader domain consists of five broad demands that an executive must learn to handle if he or she is to grow in effectiveness as a leader:  setting and communicating direction, aligning critical constituencies, setting and living values, developing an executive temperament, and growing self and others.  

Figure 3 about here


Assessing mastery of the demands begs the question of current performance, which may or may not be associated with learning.  Indeed, going into new experiences is likely to result in lowered performance in the early stages of learning, and learning sometimes results from mistakes and errors that detract from performance.  Further, as noted above, high performance does not mean that new learning has necessarily occurred.  But to say that results don’t matter is to deny the sine qua non of organizational life, even if “results” is an unreliable measure of potential.  It is, however, the entry ticket to the game.  


In 2300 BCE, Ptahhotep, advisor to the Pharaoh, avowed that there were three qualities necessary to Pharaoh effectiveness (could this have been the first competency model?).  However, before the qualities mattered, the fundamental requirement was to be descended from the Sun god.  So is the reality of organizational life—first performance, then growth.  But whatever process is used to control the gate to the high potential pool, results must be considered in the context of growth, recognizing that there will be occasions when sub-optimal results must be tolerated and even expected, even though, over time, those with potential must also be high performers.  The irony is that the best performance is likely achieved by the person with the least to learn, specifically the person who has already mastered that experience.  A system based on performance alone will by definition destroy itself over time.


In sum, organizations can leverage development by identifying leadership potential and giving those with the most potential access to the experiences they need.  While more research on potential is badly needed, it is safe to assume that it begins with 1) reasonable results, but includes 2) ability to learn from experience, and 3) progress toward mastery of the five demands, in the context of the variety of experiences a person has had.
Leverage Point 3:  The Right Experience at the Right Time.  Assuming a reasonable pool of high potential talent and a rich selection of strategically relevant developmental opportunities, it would seem we’ve found pig heaven.  All that’s left is matching those with developmental needs with the appropriate experiences.  But once again the Sun god interferes—organizations need results and giving rookies, even talented ones, experiences for which they are not fully qualified does not optimize short-term results.  Most often the decision on who gets a specific job lies in the hands of the manager of that job (the “hiring manager”).  Suppose a leader is needed for an important start-up and there are two candidates, one of whom has successfully led two previous start-ups and one of whom, though talented, has never started anything.  The pragmatist needing results is inclined to go for the sure thing.  The hiring manager, likely under pressure for results (and quickly), would need a lot of courage (or job security) to risk the lesser qualified candidate, even though that person would, by definition, learn more from the opportunity.  As if more rationalization were necessary, the hiring manager also is aware that choosing the person who might develop risks both the success of the start-up and that person’s (not to mention the manager’s) career.  In addition, if the lesser qualified candidate comes from outside the manager’s part of the organization, lacking first hand knowledge creates uncertainty about the outsider’s abilities.  There also may be some costs associated with taking a talented person away from another part of the organization (even if they could be persuaded to leave), especially if that person does not succeed in the new environment.  

To the extent, then, that using experience for development depends on who gets what experience, there are significant forces working against developmental moves.  It is much easier to send someone to a program than to offer up a talented person for an assignment in a different part of the organization, or, conversely, to risk sacrificing results by taking on a developmental candidate.  To leave developmental moves in the hands of the hiring managers, especially in results-driven organizations, is to rely over-optimistically on the nobility of leaders.  To insure that cross-boundary developmental moves are considered, some companies (reputedly GE, for example) actually give the hiring manager a slate of candidates to choose from.  

There are several strategies that can be used singly or together in an effort to increase the probability of matching development need to development opportunity.  All of them are predicated, of course, on knowing who the people with potential are, what their developmental needs are, and what experiences could meet those needs.  The most powerful strategy, and perhaps the hardest to create and maintain, is creating a culture of development in which leaders see it is a natural part of their job to develop others, understand the basics of using experience for that purpose, and act as models for others in that regard.



Even if development is not embedded in the culture, managers can be held accountable for development, just as they are held accountable for other results.  That said, accountability for developing others can be a bit tricky to measure—what constitutes adequate performance:  Number of moves made?  People given up?  Numbers promoted?  Surveys of direct reports?  And how do you reward it?  What percentage of a raise or bonus is connected to development as opposed to bottom-line results?  The danger in such schemes is that without a supportive culture they can be “gamed” by savvy managers who find ways to make the numbers without truly committing to developing talent.


In many organizations the primary vehicle, other than the hiring manager, for matching high-potentials to jobs is the succession planning process.  As typically conducted, such a process involves a senior management team assessing managers at some number of levels below them and identifying who has the “potential” to fill the key jobs in the organization.  Frequently these candidates are assessed in terms of how much more seasoning is needed (ready now, ready in two years, etc), and diversity goals are taken into account as well.  Sometimes developmental needs of individuals are discussed, especially for the “not yet ready” candidates.  In organizations with leadership pipeline problems, higher-level succession planning is closely monitored by the board.  The primary purpose of the exercise is to make sure there are replacements for key jobs and key executives, and to identify weak spots in the executive bench—not to develop talent.  

While there is some debate about how often the people in the succession charts actually take the positions for which they were slated, there is no doubt succession planning is potentially a valuable tool for managing leadership talent.  With some relatively minor modifications it could be considerably more valuable in developing that talent.  Not to diminish the importance of replacement planning for key positions, imagine an additional session devoted to developmental planning.  Utilizing leverage points 1 and 2 above, this session might begin by using the business plan to identify strategically relevant assignments, experiences, and bosses.  Each of these could be further elaborated by analyzing what could be learned by a talented person who was given the opportunity.  Then a subset of managers, identified as high potential in the terms described in leverage point 2 could be discussed
 and matched to the opportunities.  Taken one step further, each person given a developmental experience could be told about the assessment and what she or he would be expected to learn from this assignment.  Further, a similar conversation with the person’s boss-to-be could be used to create a supportive context and accountability for the learning objective.


The advantages of such a session would extend far beyond the developmental opportunities afforded to the talented individuals matched to needed experiences.  The senior management team would gain a better understanding of the leadership talent pool and the developmental needs within it.  By explicitly talking about the leadership challenges implied by the business strategy, and about the developmental experiences that would prepare people for those challenges, senior management would themselves develop deeper insight into their organization’s leadership needs.  By providing useful developmental feedback to individuals and their bosses, senior management would convey by example the importance of development and accountability for it, thereby creating a culture for development.  And possibly, over time, by sharing talented managers’ progress through these developmental experiences, senior managers would begin to incorporate growth into the replacement decisions made in the traditional succession planning exercise, thereby promoting developmentally-oriented people into key positions.


In sum, organizations can gain leverage over development by taking actions to better match developmental needs to developmental experiences.  This can be achieved by a variety of means, including making sure that hiring managers understand the development process and expectations around it, building a culture for using experience for development, modeling appropriate behavior through the actions of senior managers with their people as well as themselves, increasing accountability by measuring and sanctioning developmental activities, creating processes to enhance movement across experiences (such as candidate slates), and succession planning with a developmental twist.  

Even with all of these efforts to create a context for development, there are no guarantees.  For various reasons, many of them legitimate, some people may refuse to accept a developmental assignment.  Others may accept developmental opportunities but, even if motivated to grow, may fail to learn the lessons they offer.  The latter case presents an organization with another point of leverage.  
Leverage Point 4:  Increasing the Odds that Learning will Occur.  Do what you might, an experience challenging enough to be developmental does not necessarily yield up its lessons easily:  “…There are always an infinite number of generalizations that a learner can draw from a finite set of inputs” (Pinker, 2002, 101).  Instead of simply taking away the wrong message, we sometimes manage to escape altogether the lessons we are offered.  Perhaps this is why the first rule of development through experience is that the experience has to get your attention.  But it’s no footnote that even after investing enormous effort in getting it right—identifying those with potential, finding or creating relevant experience, investing in matching the two—that no development, or worse, undesirable change, may come of it.  In a nutshell, everyday life has taught us that people may learn nothing, learn the wrong thing, or forget what was learned, and that they do such things on a regular basis.  If we are intent on throwing people into fires—even the right people into the right fires at the right time—then it behooves us to do what we can to insure that they learn what we threw them in there to learn. 


At first that seems a simple task, especially since so many tools are available to help managers learn.  The development arsenal is packed with 360 degree feedback instruments, internal and external coaches, educational programs of every shape and size, books loaded with development advice, motivational speakers, elaborate performance management systems with at least annual feedback, HR staffs with a mission, action learning models, and more.  There is no doubt that each of these can be extremely powerful.  But with all of these resources available, it’s nothing short of miraculous that so many managers manage to maintain mediocrity.


Despite the resources listed above, wrenching meaning from experience remains a challenge.  Some of the reason is that these tools are often disassociated in space and time from the experience in which they are needed.  Sometimes they are simply misdirected, for example by providing feedback on competencies that have little to do with competence.  Sometimes they are based in a model of learning and reflection that is not how many managers learn.


Truth is, while drawing meaning out of experience can be simple, creating the circumstances in which it happens predictably, and as intended, is quite complex.  It begins with what we have already covered.  We have some idea what experiences are important and what they can teach, but the relationship between experience and its lessons is not precise.  Even more importantly, people come into experiences with particular histories that affect their perspectives. They bring differing tapestries of strengths and weaknesses, and differing motivations and expectations.  They are at different places in their lives and may be more or less open to what is possible.  It is no understatement to say we are dealing, minimally, with an interaction of personal attributes, experience, timing, history, and context.


The author experienced this complexity first hand while on sabbatical as a director in a high tech company.  By following newly appointed executives as they worked their way through the first year of the new job, the project aimed at understanding what helped and what hindered their learning from the experience.  Interviews were conducted with the executives, some of their bosses, HR business partners, executives in the mentor program of the company, and executives in charge of executive development.  While in retrospect the results may be obvious, they are no less discouraging.  For almost every type of resource or intervention that might help learning in one situation, its absence or opposite was crucial in another.  Good bosses, bad bosses, and absent bosses could be helpful (although interestingly no one learned much of anything from mediocre bosses).  Abundant, adequate, or inadequate resources.  Coaching or having to do it on one’s own.  Authority or lack of it.  Help as needed or no help at all.  Adequate staff or no staff.  Feedback or no feedback.  On and on.  


Thank goodness for tenure, because no academically acceptable paper resulted from all this work—the qualitative data raised more questions than answers.  Clearly there is a version of Heisenberg’s famous uncertainty principle at work here, as the newly-arrived individual changes the nature of the experience, and having the experience changes the individual (not to mention impact of the researcher on both).  But no answer is sometimes an answer as well, especially when it suggests that the wrong question was asked.  Of course learning from experience is highly—highly—individual.  Ergo interventions that facilitate it also need to be considered on an individual basis.  So if what we are dealing with is a judgment call based on the circumstances, that raises a different set of questions.  Who makes the judgment?  What matters in deciding whether to intervene or not?  If development is ultimately the responsibility of the people developing, then what context can be set to actually accept that responsibility?

Obviously a different research project is needed to answer those questions (if there is some formula that might be found), but there are some hints that might help guide that research or the practitioner seeking some guidance on what to try.  From all those interviews it appears that, other than the incumbent, the immediate boss has the most impact, pro or con, on development.  Not only does the boss control access to potentially valuable experiences, he or she sets the objectives, evaluates performance (and often potential), controls many resources, and essentially determines the nature of the work.  It should be no surprise, then, that development-oriented bosses made judgment calls about critical aspects of experience.  Few of those bosses behaved like good coaches in the athletic sense of that word, but many were wise (often unconsciously) in creating a context in which a lot of growth could occur.  Using their judgment of the individual and of the situation, these bosses…

· Made sure that the work was challenging, stretching the incumbent by putting her in novel situations or by pushing him to the edge of his competence;

· Gave the appearance of autonomy while indirectly keeping an eye on how far the incumbent was pushed—and the better ones were prepared to “make a diving catch” to rescue her if circumstances got too far out of hand;

· In setting objectives, included specific learning goals as if they were just as important as other kinds of results, sometimes stating them in results language so that the incumbent might not even know they were learning goals.  This insured accountability for growth as well as for performance;
· Made sure that there was feedback, preferably from some other source, on learning (or progress toward a learning objective, however stated), and not just on performance;

· Judiciously meted out resources, depending on whether their presence or absence would help (or sometimes force) the incumbent to learn;

· Cleverly designed the work so the incumbent had to do new things rather than spend his time doing what he was already knew how to do.  If, for example, he was already accomplished at marketing, the boss might make sure that an extremely competent marketing person was on the incumbent’s staff; 

· Used other staffing decisions, for example peers, to make sure that the incumbent had access to advice and perhaps support or monitoring from sources other than the boss;
· Were willing to give up their very talented people when the experiences needed for further growth were unavailable in their part of the organization.


No doubt there are many other things a boss can do to facilitate learning from experience, but even these examples suggest why bosses are so important to development and why so few are very good at it.  It requires significant wisdom to help others develop, so much so that it is perhaps the boss who needs coaching more than the person being developed!  And because bosses are usually under considerable pressure to get results, they may need help with some of the development responsibilities.  This is the best argument we’ve seen for developing human resource business partners who understand the business, the jobs, and the people, and who, because of that knowledge, can provide an executive with sound guidance in developing talent.  It also suggests that it might be worthwhile to explore how people other than the immediate boss might play bigger roles in the development process.

The other critical player in learning from experience, and perhaps the most critical, is the person being developed.  Obviously no one can make someone else develop, and equally obviously the incumbent is unlikely or unable to do for him or herself many of the things the boss must do.  The desire to learn, to take on challenges that stretch, and to seek out feedback, advice, and support, all come from within.  More research would be helpful on why some people have or develop the motivation to master, and why some people are willing to make the sacrifices required to learn and practice new skills.  Some of it is genetic, no doubt (see Arvey et al., 2006, for research on twins that suggests about 30% of leadership emergence is heritable), but much of it comes from the combination of a passion for leadership with an understanding of how leadership ability is acquired.  It can make a substantial difference if there is a context that provides inspiration for talented individual contributors to consider taking on leadership roles, and that drives existing managers to aspire to become more expert leaders.  Ironically, from that perspective developing leaders boils down to leadership, for it is a leadership act to create such a context.

In sum, one of the most neglected and highest payoff leverage points is doing whatever is possible to enhance learning of the desired lessons from ongoing experience.  The goal, after all, is not to test whether a talented person can figure it out, but to have a talented person grow more capable.  The field of human resources has developed many helpful tools and processes that, if used selectively and connected in space and time with experience, can be very helpful.  But the more influential factor in learning from experience is the immediate boss who controls directly so much of the learning context.  Perhaps the most effective strategy over the long haul is to promote and reward bosses who “get it”:  those people who value and understand their role in helping others grow.  Things that effective bosses do to foster development from experience, such as finding ways to provide feedback, accountability, support, and the like, can be done by other people as well.  The key is that it gets done, whether by a business partner, a coach, a peer… which suggests enlisting as many different people as possible in the development process.  


In the final analysis, it all boils down to the person who is developing.  All too often, however, organizations use that fact to abrogate their responsibility for creating the opportunities for growth and for providing the soil that supports it.  At a minimum a person who wants to develop needs the information, tools, and opportunities to do so.

Leverage Point 5:  A Career-Long Perspective and a Focus on Transitions.  Time and resources are always limited, and development of talent, as important as it is, is not the first priority of most (if any) organizations.  In developing talent, as with any other strategic choice, resources must be concentrated in the places with the greatest potential impact.  The leverage points described above represent such places, but the recommendations are largely systemic while the phenomenon is highly individual.  

For individuals life and development don’t unfold in the neat chunks dictated by organizational review cycles.  As we have learned from studies of experts, mastery if ever achieved at all, can be the result of a life-long, or at least career-long, process.  And, as we have learned from numerous psychological (e.g. Levinson, 1978; Bridges, 1980) and organizational (e.g. Charan et al., 2001; Dotlich, et al., 2004) studies, life and development require significant transitions.  It seems logical, then, that bringing the individual into the development process requires attention to growth as it unfolds over time, and to the key transitions that are required in moving from one level of mastery to the next.


Unfortunately, individual progress in most organizations is measured once or twice a year in a performance management process aimed primarily at assessing past performance and using that assessment to make pay and promotion decisions.  Development, which is often included as a part of that process, is, typically, a secondary outcome embedded in the annual cycle, connected to a particular boss, and limited to low-power actions like attending programs or involvement in certain meetings or projects.  In many cases, individuals essentially start-over each year or, at best, with each new boss.  Development, however, does not fit neatly into such a pattern, so there needs to be some other way to keep track of growth over time: a way to keep track of experiences, what was learned from them, and any evidence of increased mastery of the leadership domain.


Such a longitudinal perspective will also highlight key transition points, those times when an individual is required to make a major change in attitudes and skills.  We know, for example, that the move from individual contributor to manager is one such transition (Hill, 1992) requiring major psychological and behavioral adjustments, and that a demanding expatriate assignment is another (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002; Osland, 1995; Storti, 1990).  Ram Charan and his colleagues (2001) postulate six such transitions, while Dotlich and his associates (2004) suggest thirteen “passages” that “make or break a leader.”


While one might debate just how many transitions there are on the path to effective leadership, there is little question that these are times when much is on the line.  When situations change dramatically, as is the case when a person is given an assignment that is quite different from what she or he has done before, either development or derailment may result.  Crucial transitions in earlier times were often marked by rites of passage or initiations (Eliade, 1958; Van Gennep, 1960) during which a great deal of attention was devoted to marking and supporting the change.  From a leadership development perspective it is no less important to pay special attention to significant transitions in people’s professional lives and to help them get through them successfully.  These are times when the individual, in the midst of great challenge, can lose sight easily of what must be left behind as well as what new attitudes and skills are needed.


As onerous as it seems, when it comes to development timing, is everything.  As soon as the scope of the challenge shifts to career-long, the necessity to begin development early becomes obvious.  Too often serious attention to developing leadership does not begin until a person reaches senior levels.  While this is understandable because of cost and sheer numbers, it is no less true that by the time a person reaches senior levels many crucial developmental experiences have either already occurred or have been missed.  If the leverage points suggested in this article are taken seriously, developmental considerations need to be embedded in recruiting, hiring, retention, promotion, and early job experiences.  Because, for example, the first supervisory job can be so critical to development, organizations need to look closely at what those experiences are like, what bosses are involved, and what can be done to make both the transition and the learning successful.  Because choosing a managerial path and leaving an individual contributor role is such a big decision for the person and the organization, it only makes sense to give individual contributors significant brushes with leading so they might discover their level of interest prior to making the leap.  Because global perspective is increasingly important and failure in expatriate assignments so expensive, it only makes sense to build in early exposure to international issues and people from other countries.


In the end, then, leverage point five, following careers and being present at key transitions, is all about connecting what we know about effectively using experience for development with the individuals who need it, when they need it.  Organizations likely differ in how many and what kinds of transitions constitute the path to leadership mastery, but identifying them is possible.  Organizations certainly differ in the size of the workforce, making a focus on individuals challenging as the number of employees (and proportionately the number with leadership potential) grows larger, but it is less of an information technology problem than one of attention and knowing what needs to be recorded.

The Challenge for Practice

The upshot of all this is that we live in a universe whose age we can’t quite compute, surrounded by stars whose distances we don’t altogether know, filled with matter we can’t identify, operating in conformance with physical laws whose properties we don’t truly understand.

Bill Bryson

A Short History of Nearly Everything


It is unlikely that either the next generation of management gurus or more research will provide all the answers to the challenges of leadership development.  Ron Heifetz (1994) titled his marvelous book Leadership Without Easy Answers, and this article might well have played off that title by calling itself “Leadership Development  Without Easy Answers.”  Unfortunately there is a tendency to avoid facing up to the complexity when confronted with an important issue and no definitive formula for taking it on.  There are substantial bodies of knowledge on how to do pieces and parts of development, such as 360 feedback and coaching, so one way to avoid complexity is by incorporating state-of-the-art processes without worrying about their relevance, timing, or tying them together in a meaningful way.  

There are corporations with stunning performance (though sometimes only temporary) that, by inference, also must be well led; so another path is to emulate what they do to develop talent.  General Electric, for example, has had disproportionate impact on corporate practice over the last several decades.  

Further, there is no shortage of management consultants dedicated to leadership development who make a living giving advice or coming in as hired guns from the outside to design systems; so yet another option is to turn development over to someone else, be it a consultant or an internal human resources group.  


And there is always the option of avoiding the issue altogether by making the assumption that leadership ability is, after all, one of those mysterious qualities that you either have or you don’t.  Instead of investing time and money in futile efforts to develop it, the argument goes, effort is better directed at selecting those who have “it” and seeing to it that those people are put in charge of key strategic initiatives.  Even if there is some element of development necessary to bring raw talent to fruition, those with the “right stuff,” it is assumed, will figure it out.  The ultimate way out is simply to assume that leadership doesn’t matter, that strategy, technology, or monopoly are the overriding sources of competitive advantage no matter who the leaders are.


It is a matter of faith.  If one believes that leadership matters, and that leadership talent can be developed, then the absence of a formula is no more daunting in this sphere than it is for other strategic initiatives that require decisions under ambiguity.  There are some basic principles to guide action, and there are some clear leverage points where action can make a difference.  The fundamental starting point, one that seems supported by experience as well as by research, is that leadership, to the extent that it is developed, is developed primarily through experience.  Beginning with that basic premise, it is possible to construct a rational approach to using experience more systematically to develop those who are able and motivated to learn from it.  Not all people have both of those necessary qualities—ability to learn and motivation to improve— and because of that, many people will never  become masters of leading, no matter what experiences they are offered.  But one might venture to guess that many people who find themselves in leadership roles by choice or by chance can get better if given the appropriate experiences, support, and feedback.


As stated earlier, when all is said and done, developing leadership requires leadership.
The Challenge for Research

Whereas practitioners must make decisions and act whether or not there is precedent or adequate information, those choosing to do research on leadership development face a different set of challenges.  It is much easier to carry out research on specific human resource topics such as competencies or feedback or training outcomes than it is to tackle the systemic issues raised in this paper.  Unfortunately even large accumulations of research on these specific topics are not necessarily useful when taken out of the larger context of development, and can sometimes lead into blind alleys.  The pros and cons of a focus on competencies, for example, have been debated elsewhere (Hollenbeck et al., 2006).  Rather than take on the relative merits of more research on HR topics, this foray into using experience to develop leadership raises a number of issues that might be informed by further research with a different focus.


Some researchable issues are largely organization specific.  It is possible to identify the experiences and associated lessons, as well as key transition points, that matter in a given organization.  It might be possible to develop measures of learning, or to assess the efficacy of certain practices in helping people to learn.  These and other projects of applied research are potentially quite useful to any organization seeking to improve practice.


But there are more general issues begging for attention, some of which were raised in this article.  For instance, is it possible to demonstrate that organizations acting on more or certain combinations of these leverage points actually develop more effective leaders?  Is it possible to develop measures of individual differences in ability and motivation to learn that could predict more accurately who is will grow through experience?  Can we increase our understanding of whether and in what ways the sequence of experience affects learning?  


There might be some value in looking more closely at what differences bosses make when it comes to development and providing perspectives other than “boss as coach.”  Would it be possible to identify individuals who have a documented track record of spawning leadership talent and then, through observation and interview, document the variety of actions that they take?  


Some Concluding Thoughts


I have never been one to subscribe to the idea that leadership doesn’t matter, despite some evidence that it may not be always as important as we assume it is (Pfeffer, 1978).  There are many factors other than leadership that play a significant part in determining organizational outcomes, and there are obviously times when the situation overwhelms anything a leader might do.  But there are no doubt many unqualified, mediocre, or downright incompetent people occupying leadership roles, and the cost of their neglect or mismanagement in human and financial terms will never be known with any precision.  It’s not the leaders who derail that worry me, it’s the ones who should have but are still in place, wreaking havoc.  Anyone who has ever suffered under an incompetent leader knows the local toll it takes, and it’s not hard to imagine how it multiplies at the highest levels of organization and society.

Considering the damage done by lousy leadership, and the possibilities for good in extraordinary leadership, it seems obvious that it is important, indeed crucial, to invest in developing leadership talent.  Even if some leaders are “born,” there clearly aren’t enough such gifted people to go around, and we need all the help we can get.  It is time to move past the naïve notion that mastery of leadership can be achieved in the classroom or through piecemeal application of human resource programs and tools.  Taking leadership development seriously means using experience wisely to help those with sufficient dedication and desire to learn the craft.  It will not come easily.
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Figure 1
Core Elements of Powerful Developmental Experiences

(Adapted from McCauley, Ruderman, Ohlott, & Morrow, 1994)
Job Transitions

· Handling Unfamiliar Responsibilities

· Having to Prove Yourself

Task-Related Characteristics
· Creating Change

· Responsible for Developing New Directions
· Inherited Problems
· Reduction Decisions

· Problems with Employees

· High Level of Responsibility

· High Stakes

· Managing Business Diversity

· Job Overload

· External Pressure

· Influencing without Authority

Obstacles

· Adverse Business Conditions

· Lack of Top Management Support

· Lack of Personal Support

· Difficult Boss

Figure 2

Potential Powerful Developmental Experiences

(Adapted from McCall et al., 1988, and McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002)

Setting the Stage

· Early work experiences

· First supervisory job

Leading by Persuasion

· Special projects

· Staff assignments

· Headquarters posting

Leading on Line

· Start ups

· Turnarounds

· Growing the business
Other People
· Excellent bosses

· Terrible bosses
Hardships

· Traumatic events

· Career setbacks

· Changing jobs

· Mistakes

· Difficult Subordinates

· Culture shock

Miscellaneous Events

· Courses and programs

· Family, school, community
Figure 3

Five Demands of Leadership Based on the “Lessons” Taught by Experience 

(adapted from Hutchison, et al., 1987)
















Setting and Living Values


Needing Others


Sensitivity to People


Management Values





Executive Temperament


Being Tough When Necessary


Self-Confidence


Coping with Situations Beyond Your Control


Persevering through Adversity


Coping with Ambiguity


Use of Power





Growth of Self and Others


Balance of Life and Work


Knowing What Excites You


Personal Limits and Blind Spots


Taking Charge of Your Career


Recognizing and Seizing Opportunities





Setting Direction


Technical/Professional Skills


Business Knowledge


Strategic Thinking


Taking Responsibility


Structure and Control Systems


Innovative Problem Solving


 


Alignment


Political Situations


Getting People to Implement


What Executives are Like


Working with Executives


Negotiation Strategies


Influence without Authority


Understanding Other Perspectives


Dealing with Conflict


Directing and Motivating Subordinates


Developing People


Confronting Performance Problems


Managing Former Peers or Bosses








� The impact of experience is certainly not unique to men.  See Morrison, et al. 1987.





� A competency model is typically a handful of attributes and behaviors that are claimed to describe all effective executives or leaders, usually as defined by a specific organization.  They often include such things as “strategic thinker,” “flexible,” “interpersonal skills,” etc.





�  Solid performers not seen as having the potential to advance would be included in the traditional succession planning process as appropriate, and may be considered in this hypothetical session as well because they may be blocking important developmental experiences needed by others.  In an ideal world with sufficient resources, all leaders would be expected to continually learn and grow, whether or not they were advancing up the hierarchy, and a session like this would not be restricted to only the high potentials.











