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Why is it that so few leadership development efforts produce the leaders needed when the elements of leadership development have been well-developed and researched over the last 30 years (see McCall, 1998, for a framework that includes most, if not all, of the elements)?  Even casual efforts include links to strategy (how many and what kinds of leaders the organization will need given the strategic goals), planned job experiences (everybody knows that most development takes place on the job), individual and collective development efforts (executive coaching is widespread; for a while Crotonvilles sprang up like mushrooms), feedback mechanisms (360 feedback is no longer questioned, it’s a given), high potential identification processes (Session C’s, competency models, and executive reviews are everywhere), and succession planning (more and more a board-level issue).  Nor is there a shortage of “benchmark” companies whose leadership development practices are publicly documented and widely admired (see, for example, Byrnes, 2005; Fortune, 2007; Colvin, 2007).

With all of these pieces readily available, highly refined, and widely used, one would expect that leadership development would be a done deal.  But it isn’t—leadership failure is as prevalent, if not more so, today as it was those thirty years back. A recent compilation of estimates of executive failures ranged from 30 to 67 percent, with an average failure rate of about 50 percent (Hogan, Hogan, & Kaiser, in press).   Even if these estimates are exaggerated, many if not most organizations today are unhappy with their cadre of leaders and see developing better ones as one of their most important tasks (Howard, Erker, & Bruce, 2007).

As is the case with other organization change efforts, there is a long list of factors both inside and external to the organization that work against success in developing leaders.   But with the myriad of tools, techniques, and strategies available for leadership development one might expect more progress than is evidenced by results.   The lack of success suggests that something is still missing— either an as-yet-to-be-discovered technique or approach, or some “secret sauce” that blends the existing ingredients so that they work better together.  While there may be new methodologies in the wings, including internet-based programs and interactive simulations, we don’t hold out much hope that new leadership development training, procedures, methodologies, or programs will solve the problem.  Indeed, new approaches may take us into new dead ends (as competency models have—see Hollenbeck & McCall, 2003; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007) rather than lead us to the light.


We suggest that the solution lies not in new methods and refinements (the necessary ingredients already exist); the solution lies in selecting leaders who can and will lead leadership development.  In this chapter we will: 1) clarify the assumptions about leadership mastery that underlie our argument; 2) describe briefly the forces that work against leadership mastery;  3) describe the essential role leaders must play in developing leadership mastery in others, and the three key sets of leaders who play these roles—senior executives, potential leaders, and business partners; 4) prescribe leader selection as the missing ingredient that holds it together, and suggest how leadership selection can produce a “leading for leadership” organization; finally, 5) we will close with a brief summary of our arguments.

Some Assumptions about Leadership Mastery

In searching for a language to describe leadership and its development that avoids the “competency” notions prevalent in discussions today, we turned to the literature on craftsmen (for example, Sennett, 2008) and expertise (for example, Ericcson, et al., 2006).  The former provides an interesting example of the acquisition of skill and art through a progression from apprentice to journeyman to master, the highest level of that skill and art (hence our notion of “mastery” in leadership).  Mastery as we use it here does not imply an end state, as in “there is nothing left to learn.”  Sennett points out that maintaining mastery, that highest level of skill, requires constant learning and effort.


Considering expertise, we have described in detail (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008) how the process of becoming an expert leader, parallels many of the findings from research on other kinds of experts, from chess masters to surgeons.  Among other shared qualities, acquisition of leadership expertise requires a long time, intensive effort, appropriate experience, a variety of teachers, and increasing skill across a range of cognitive and affective domains.

In the cases of both craftsman and experts, the focus is on the outcome—people capable of high performance within a domain—and on the journey through which those people achieve that level of performance.  In many respects leadership can be considered an identifiable (while extremely broad) domain, and people aspiring to mastery of that domain can be viewed as acquiring expertise through experience, practice, and performance.


The parallels between leaders and craftsman, while interesting, are far from perfect.  For example, the guilds that controlled crafts required that individuals demonstrate increased mastery before being allowed to move to the next higher level.  The move from apprentice to journeyman required seven years of experience culminating in a chef d’ouevre demonstrating mastery of “elemental skills” (Sennett, 2008, 58).  To the best of our knowledge, no such demonstration of competence is required for promotion in management.  Further, according to Sennett, the move from journeyman to master required another five to ten years and another demonstration of mastery, chef d’oeuvres eleve, which had to show “managerial competence and give evidence of his trustworthiness as a future leader” (Sennett, 2008, 58).  As desirable as it might be to require a masterwork before allowing individuals into senior leadership positions, no certificate of authenticity is required for entry to the executive suite.

This is not the place to get into a detailed discussion of the similarities and differences between the acquisition of expertise and leadership development (for that see McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008).  However, for the sake of argument we will make some assumptions about the path to mastery of leadership based loosely on some of the general principles of expertise in other areas.  These include the role of experience, the need for synergy among components, the individual path across common ground, the law of serendipity, and the importance of intentionality (the tie to strategic intent).

-We first assume that experience is the most important element in leadership development (see McCall, et al., 1988).  It follows, therefore, that whoever controls the kinds of experiences (assignments, bosses, projects, etc.) that exist within the organization (availability) and who decides who will get them (access) is sitting in the catbird seat of leadership development.  More often than not, ultimate control, especially of key assignments, lies with line managers and executives, not with human resources.


-We also assume that to achieve maximum effect, the various components of development-- including feedback, coaching, training, incentives, design of assignments and projects, selection, etc.-- must be coordinated, timed appropriately, and used in support of experience, rather than operate independently of it or at cross-purposes to it.  That said these components are usually scattered across multiple functions, layers, and businesses within an organization, and even across different departments within functions like HR.

-We assume that development in general, and leadership development in particular, is neither linear nor mechanistic, even though the processes designed to produce it often are.  Policies, procedures, forms and the like may be helpful, but individuals develop in their own time, and the process, while not random, can be neither finely programmed nor predicted.  As David Oldfield (1991) puts it, each of us takes a private journey to becoming what we become, even though those private journeys traverse the common ground of human experience.  So it is with leadership.  Each leader is forged by a unique collage of experiences and the personal lessons carved from them, yet the experiences and the lessons comprise a common landscape across which all leaders might trek.  As we will discuss later, you can do things to help people recognize learning opportunities when they appear, and to increase the likelihood that they will take them even though there is some risk in doing so.  But in the end you can’t make anyone develop, force development against an arbitrary timetable, or even force people to develop others.  You can, of course, force people to go through the motions.


-We assume (and observe) that opportunities for development often are serendipitous.  To the degree that development is driven by experiences such as challenging assignments and exceptional bosses, access to developmental opportunities will always be serendipitous to some extent.  Not only do the experiences appear when they appear, and often unexpectedly, a given individual, on that private path, may not be ready or available when the opportunity appears.  Even when the stars align, when an experience and the person needing it intersect in time and place, the best business decision may require giving the job to the person most qualified for the job rather than to the person who could learn the most from it. 


-And finally, we assume that the kinds and quality of leadership needed, as well as the meaning of “mastery” in a leadership context, must be part of the organization’s strategy.  Even so, not all organizations will (or should) make leadership development a core competence.  The attention given to leadership and leadership development will vary depending on the challenges the organization faces at various points in time. When the economy is booming, all ships rise with the tide and everyone looks like a good leader. In times of threat effective leadership is more crucial than ever, but intentional leadership development often is put on hold for the duration.  Further, different stages in the organizational life cycle may require different kinds of master leaders—the entrepreneurial wizard needed in a start up may not fare as well once the organization is up and running.  As with other forms of expertise, leadership is in many respects situation specific, requiring unique knowledge and skills depending on time and place.  

The Forces Working Against Leadership Mastery

Roughly translated, these assumptions imply that the effectiveness of leadership development is seriously compromised by anything that interferes with a) the availability of developmental experiences, b) the coordination of developmentally relevant processes and activities with each other and with ongoing experience, c) taking into account individual differences in development (especially one-size-fits-all models), d) taking advantage of serendipity, or e) embedding leadership development directly in strategic need.  As it turns out, such forces are legion, some of them the unavoidable result of conflicting business priorities or environmental circumstances, but many of them the entirely avoidable consequence of a fundamental misunderstanding of how leadership mastery is achieved.  In no particular order, here are some of the worst villains.

Fragmentation of Key Components 
Key components of talent development that are critical to making the system work effectively are typically isolated from one another (and some, in this day and age, even outsourced), often fall under the auspices of different executives, and sometimes operate at cross-purposes.  For example, talent development is significantly affected by compensation (whether incentives are attached to development), succession planning (whether development is a consideration in who gets what job), performance management (the nature and frequency of performance feedback and the degree to which it is developmentally useful), organizational design (the kinds of experiences, especially assignments and projects, that are available for development), recruitment and selection (the composition of the talent pool itself), as well as the more obvious training and development activities.

Traditionally many of these components—compensation, recruiting, performance management, training—have been driven by or housed in (at least nominally) the human resources function.  Some are not. But even within HR, where coordination is most likely, the components often are located in different departments with different mandates and different levels of influence.  In one company we have worked with, for example, “leadership development” is housed in a different department than “leadership training” and reports through a different hierarchy to a business unit leader, while the training function reports to HR.  In that same company compensation is outsourced. 
Other key components, such as incentives for self-development or for developing others, selection of individuals for key jobs, and decisions about organizational structure which directly affect the kinds of assignments available, may be scattered about among various business units, report through different senior leaders, and, most likely, driven by priorities other than development.   Caught between the various business pressures, fragmentation of components, and lack of understanding among line executives about how these pieces must work together, development is often piecemeal at best.
Existing in a Superficial or Toxic Culture

In a perfect world, leadership development is so much a part of the organizational culture that it is almost invisible-- it is embedded in the DNA of the business strategy and an inherent expectation of leaders so that it just happens, without a lot of fanfare.  Instead of being packaged and sent off to HR, development takes place in day-to-day placement decisions, natural coaching by managers, the ways decisions get made, etc.  With a supportive culture, development takes place whether or not the standard human resource tools are available.  But sophisticated companies support a developmental philosophy with a variety of tools and processes.  Many of them are the responsibility of HR, but in a healthy culture for development they are seen as useful aids rather than as a nuisance.  In effective cultures, HR (if it’s even called that) has the authority to enforce standards of development, which are taken seriously by line management.
Unfortunately such cultures are rare.  Development is more likely to reside in an organizational culture in which commitment to it is superficial, and where bits and pieces of development can be found in various places but are neither coordinated nor taken very seriously.  With a training program here, a 360 there, and the occasional job assignment for “broadening,” development is very hit or miss.  Superficial development cultures can appear to be quite elegant because the individual components in the hands of a sophisticated HR staff can be highly refined (for more on this phenomenon, see “Handing the Ball to HR” below).  That those pieces and parts don’t come together or integrate with processes outside of HR to create synergy, and that they have little meaningful connection to the business strategy, are the signs that development gets lip service (despite sometimes big bucks investments).  Senior management may even espouse development as a crucial organizational value, but the lack of coordinated action and a low priority are the telltale signs it isn’t.  Some development will occur, of course, because some people take advantage of the pieces for their own growth, or because individual managers take it upon themselves to develop the talent beneath them.
But the most difficult cultures for development are the highly toxic ones in which senior management doesn’t even pay lip service to developing leadership talent.  The philosophy, driven by a bedrock belief that leadership, if not altogether irrelevant, is something you either have or you don’t, is sink or swim.  Challenging assignments are viewed as a test rather than an opportunity to grow and, once identified as not having “it,” people are out of the running or out of the organization.  Talent is bought and sold, rather than developed.  Ironically some development still occurs because challenging assignments are given to people thought to have the right stuff, and almost in spite of themselves they have to master new domains.
Misdirected Search for ROI  
Given the above, it is with some justification that organizations are increasingly interested in what, if any, return they are getting on their investment in various human resource programs.  To the extent that leadership development consists of the bits and pieces managed by human resources, then the costs associated with the components, if less so their impact, are readily ascertainable.  Indeed a growing consulting industry has arisen that sustains itself by trying to determine the ROI of such things as coaching and leadership training.  So if the cost of development is defined by the visible expenses of running programs, hiring coaches and consultants, paying tuitions, conducting 360 degree surveys, supporting a human resources staff, and other such tangible items, then fluctuations in the business cycle make those developmental activities easy targets.  They are much easier to cost than to justify, and they can be seen as expensive luxuries that are used as rewards when times are plush and disappear when things get tight.  This vulnerability leads to fascinating creativity when it comes to calculating the return on these investments, especially since there is little reason to expect these pieces of the puzzle to have much effect in isolation.  

The real cost of development is not the highly visible budget items, but rather is embedded in giving the right people the right experiences with the right levels of support so that they become better leaders.  And the real return on the investment is not short-term changes in attitudes or behavior (as might be measured by assessing training outcomes), but rather is in the increased numbers of master leaders who achieve the business strategy. Which is not to say that it is any easier to measure an increase in the number of capable leaders.  In fact, it is considerably more difficult to assess the quality of leadership and the relationship of it to organizational outcomes than it is to measure the impact of a program or process.  But measuring the wrong thing more precisely does not make it useful information.
In short, errors perpetuated by misunderstanding how people acquire leadership expertise are compounded by efforts to measure ROI based on that misunderstanding.  The result is not only a distraction from what should be assessed, but time, energy, and money invested in a game of smoke and mirrors to justify or not (depending on the motives of those doing the cost analysis) ongoing activities.

Opportunity Deficits  
If leadership mastery is achieved through experience, then obviously decisions that affect what experiences are available and who will get them are the driving forces in development.  Yet organizational architecture is rarely determined by the need for sufficient numbers and types of important developmental experiences.  Clearly it is fiscally foolish to design an organization purely for developmental richness, but just as clearly the need for developmental opportunities, such as P&L responsibility or international exposure early in a career, should be factored into design decisions.  Without start ups, turnarounds, growing businesses, relevant projects, certain staff assignments, and similar important opportunities (see McCall et al., 1988, and McCall and Hollenbeck, 2002, for descriptions of developmental experiences and what can be learned from them) there are limited opportunities for potential leaders to learn the skills they need.  The shortage of developmental opportunities (there have never been enough truly powerful experiences to go around) has grown even worse as competitive pressures have led to delayering, outsourcing, and “lean” processes.  These problems are compounded by the recent emphasis on upward career movement at younger and younger ages, coupled with the breakdown of the psychological contract between employers and employees that placed a value on loyalty.  Now people expect to hop across organizations – not to become better managers, but rather to advance their upward mobility.    
Because the design of an organization must first serve the strategy of the business, it is all the more crucial that developing leadership talent be integral to that strategy.  Only then will design decisions take into account the importance of certain kinds of experiences for the development of talent, and the equally important task of deciding who gets those experiences.  Unfortunately, many organizations see leadership development as a human resources issue (see below), resulting in an organizational architecture, and selection and placement processes, that are at best orthogonal to development.
Myopic Focus on the Human Resources Function
For far too long and in far too many organizations “leadership development” has been synonymous with human resources programs, usually training programs, but more recently seemingly business-related interventions such as action learning (in which contrived teams are coached as they attack business problems) and on-the-job coaching.  Basic tools of the trade such as coaching and mentoring programs, 360-degree feedback, needs assessment, development of competency models, and training programs are typically housed in the human resources function, and viewed as human resources activities.  Once responsibility for leadership development is delegated to human resources, it is no longer necessary for it to be a serious part of the business strategy (indeed much effort by HR goes into creating a separate human resources, or “talent management,” strategy), or that it be an accountability of  business leaders.  To make matters worse, in many organizations the human resources function is relatively powerless and isolated from the “real” business of the business.
Even when the human resources function is given responsibility and resources, it often lacks access to the critical elements of development.  Put on the spot for leadership development, human resource leaders have little choice but to optimize the tools of HR.  Elsewhere we have described how competency models, as one example, allow human resources to develop integrated and internally consistent programs for development disconnected from the processes by which leadership mastery is achieved.  These elegant and sophisticated programs bring to mind Steinbeck’s description of the equally elegant desk designed specifically for use aboard ship on his1940 biological expedition to the Sea of Cortez:
In a small boat, the library should be compact and available.  We had constructed a strong, steel-reinforced wooden case, the front of which hinged down to form a desk.  This case holds about twenty large volumes and has two filing cases, one for separates (scientific reprints) and one for letters; a small metal box holds pens, pencils, erasers, clips, steel tape, scissors, labels, pins, rubber bands, and so forth.  Another compartment contains a three-by-five inch card file.  There are cubby-holes for envelopes, large separates, typewriter paper, carbon, a box for India ink and glue.  The construction of the front makes room for a portable typewriter, drawing board, and T-square.  There is a long narrow space for rolled charts and maps.  Closed, this compact and complete box is forty-four inches long by eighteen by eighteen; loaded it weighs between three and four hundred pounds.  It was designed to rest on a low table or in an unused bunk.  Its main value is compactness, completeness, and accessibility.  We took it aboard the Western Flyer.  There was no table for it to rest on.  It did not fit in a bunk.  It could not be put on deck because of moisture.  It ended up lashed to the rail on top of the deckhouse, covered with several layers of tarpaulin and roped on.  Because of the roll of the boat it had to be tied down at all times.  It took about ten minutes to remove the tarpaulin, untie the lashing line, open the cover, squeeze down between two crates of oranges, read the title of the wanted book upside down, remove it, close and lash and cover the box again.  But if there had been a table or large bunk, it would have been perfect (Steinbeck, 1951, 11-12).
The reality is, when disconnected from the ongoing flow of experiences and who gets them, even the most elaborate of human resource-based talent management systems is lashed to the rail.
Disinterested or Inept Senior Leaders  
That responsibility for leadership development is unfairly dumped in the lap of human resources brings us back to where it should be—senior management.  If the people promoted into the senior leadership roles don't believe in development, don't model it, don't take it into account when making decisions, don't support it, and don't understand it, it won't happen.


In other words, only through senior level commitment and action can an organization counter the forces that work against developing talent.  They must see to it that whatever is necessary is done to create synergy among elements that, independently, have only modest, if any, effects; create a culture supportive of development; revise cost/benefit accounting to include the results of experience-based development; design the organization to provide a rich array of developmental experiences; change assumptions about the role of human resources and introduce accountability for development into line management; and select and promote managers who live and breathe development of others as well as their own.  This is a prodigious task under the best of circumstances, suggesting that the involvement of the board may be required if senior management is to be held accountable (see the chapter by Browning in this volume).

Actually, that’s not a bad to-do list for overcoming those vexing obstacles to development, but it is unfortunately a difficult list to execute.  And, like most large scale change projects, some dimensions are more important than others.  The secret sauce, we suggest, is actually quite obvious.  It is leadership.  The very thing the process is intended to produce.  We find ourselves in the proverbial Catch-22:  To develop leadership requires leadership.  This raises the question of whether very senior “leaders” who are not believers can come to “see the light.”  One has to suppose that it is possible, though our experience with senior executives suggests that it is relatively rare.  By the time people reach senior rank, their views on development are often fixed by their interpretations of their own experience.  


So it boils down to selection after all.  If the senior leaders of the organization, who are the role models for developing leaders, do not believe in and demonstrate and enforce the values required to make development work, no amount of money spent on development programs, forms, consultants, or coaches will make much difference.  
Leadership, the Secret Sauce, and Two Missing Ingredients

We are often quick to hold senior management responsible for everything from stock price to work force diversity to product quality.  And they are, ultimately.  To pin responsibility for leadership development on them is to acknowledge reality while at the same time throwing it into competition with everything else for a place on the priority list.  That there are other priorities, sometimes more urgent ones, does not alter the fact that it is extremely hard to learn leadership in a non-supportive environment from leaders who are not leading.  If developing leadership talent is to be more than the heroic act of the occasional executive, then senior management must recognize and accept its essential role in developing leadership mastery in others. It is the senior team that must build an organizational context where selection and development of leadership talent is expected and supported, and where people are held accountable for developing themselves as well as others.

The Secret Sauce


Because of this responsibility at the senior levels, the selection of senior executives is the secret sauce of leadership development.   It is senior leaders, after all, who: 1) design  the organization and its priorities, thereby determining what experiences are available to develop talent; 2) make crucial placement decisions, thereby controlling who gets the most challenging opportunities; 3) by formulating strategy and values, determine the priority of development relative to other important objectives; 4) select people for key jobs and entry to senior management ranks, thereby either increasing (or reducing) the number with shared commitment to development; 5) decide whether or not to hold people accountable for development by measuring and sanctioning it; and 6) ensure that processes, such as succession planning, compensation, performance management, and development programs, support development. 



All of the roles listed above are important, but senior management selection is key because there must be consistency among the senior business leaders in their belief in development or else movement across boundaries for developmental reasons will be severely limited.  And, without shared values, it is unlikely that senior leaders will give up their most talented people easily for the sake of their development, even if exposure to other parts of the business would broaden them.  

Missing Ingredients


Obviously, with the wrong people at the top there is no driving force to create the context for development.  But selecting committed senior leaders, while necessary, is not sufficient. There are at least two missing ingredients that must be added to the sauce, additional selection decisions that are critical to development.  The first, an obvious one because leadership mastery is only achieved through learning from experience, is that people have to be selected for the developmental experiences.  The second, less obvious, is that senior leaders have neither the time nor all the necessary expertise to personally direct development of talent, and so need a very special brand of help—they need to select “business partners” who can help them carry out their developmental responsibilities. The right people in these two areas are indeed the missing ingredients that make leadership development work.


There are, of course, no silver “selection bullets” for choosing these three types of players in the leadership mastery game (the senior leaders, the business partners and the high potentials), any more than there are silver bullets for developing leadership mastery.  As Peter Drucker observed 20+ years ago, “There is no magic to good staffing and promotion decisions—just hard work and disciplined thought.” (Drucker, 1985, 22) or as Jack Welch points out more recently, selecting “...great people is brutally hard.” (Welch & Welch, 2007).   We will argue that organizations have not done the “brutally hard work and disciplined thought.” 

Selecting the Senior Leaders
 
Despite adulation of the CEO, senior leadership means more than just the top dog.  Senior leadership is the cadre of executives that collectively determines the structure of the organization and with it a host of developmental essentials like the existence of challenging (developmental) jobs, the availability of profit and loss assignments, degree and form of globalization and the utilization of expatriate assignments, identification of cross-boundary special projects—the list is a very long one.  It is therefore imperative that commitment to development be included among the criteria for selection or promotion into senior positions.


In advocating that skills and values relevant to developing talent be among the selection criteria for senior leaders we are not naively ignoring the importance of business results.  Just as eligibility for becoming a Pharaoh in ancient Egypt required first that the candidate be descended from the Sun God, performance is (or should be) a basic requirement for senior leaders.  But the organization which takes leadership mastery seriously must have senior leaders with talent both for development and for getting business results.

We are not proposing a behavioral competency list for selecting executives for their skill at developing leadership mastery in others.  The important characteristics are valuing leadership mastery as a strategic imperative and demonstrated results in actually doing it.  Assessing these does not require new or breakthrough assessment techniques. Properly applied, with Drucker’s “hard work and discipline,” our tried-and-true methods will do fine.  Sorcher & Brant (2002), for an example, describe one such method that focuses on using the information within the organization, collected and processed systematically, to make executive selection decisions.  Their method involves a kind of exercise-less assessment center, using executives who know the person as “assessors” and using their knowledge of the person in past situations to describe the person behaviorally.  They take advantage of the fact that in most organizations everybody is known by somebody, or at least partially by several somebodies who together can paint a complete picture.  


Knowing where an executive stands on these characteristics should rarely be an issue—who the “development” managers are in the organization is usually well known.  The trick is assuring that the characteristics are included when selections are made, and in doing the work to assess them.

Ironically, even with all of the sophisticated tools and technology available for assessment and development, it boils down to priorities.  If leadership is believed to be an essential part of achieving business objectives, then it is attended to.  If not, it isn’t.
Selecting the Business Partners


Senior leaders do not do the work alone—they must have talented teams and staffs if they are to carry out the leadership imperative.  Again, selection rears its ugly head.  It was not by accident that Jack Welch devoted so much of his time to selecting the right executives and overseeing their development.  But Welch did not do this alone—he was supported by an executive development staff that knew GE and understood its strategy, its development jobs, and its people.


While expertise in development resides theoretically in human resource professionals, the kinds of advice and counsel needed to make leadership development work is not found in the typical knowledge base of HR. To illustrate our point,  we recently  happened onto a detailed human resources competency model of the International Personnel Management Association, describing the roles and competencies of HR Business Partners, and how these competencies are demonstrated.  Even though we are die-hard critics of competency models, that developing leadership mastery by that or any other name does not appear on HR’s own list, either as a role, a competency or an activity, has to grab our attention.

If indeed leadership mastery is a product of experience, then the crucial expertise is in knowing the strategy of the business (which experiences are relevant), the nature of jobs, assignments, and bosses (what experiences are available and what might be learned from them), the people (who would benefit from the experiences), and the politics of the organizations (how to negotiate the shoals of moving talented people as needed to develop them). This knowledge is as likely, or more so, to be housed in seasoned executives throughout the organization than it is to be found in HR professionals, but when HR professionals have these qualities they are what we mean by “business partners.”  Organizations like GE, IBM, and J&J not only select and develop HR career professionals with these characteristics, they also have from time to time drafted into development service seasoned executives with broad knowledge of the company, its goals and its people, who share the trust of others, and who no longer themselves have a stake in the politics of job assignment.

As is the case in selecting senior executives, choosing effective business partners to work with them requires hard work and discipline and a focus on the values and knowledges required.  This may mean bypassing seemingly obvious candidates for those important roles in favor of those who are committed to the endeavor and have demonstrated their understanding of it.  Again, the tools of Sorcher and Brandt apply, as does Mahler’s Accomplishment Analysis (Mahler & Wrightnour, 1973), a descendant of which is used at GE. Mahler’s approach goes well beyond the usual performance appraisals or manager’s recommendations on a list of competencies to the use of trained “data collectors” to collect  and organize detailed information about the results obtained, work methods, leadership styles, and work characteristics of those recommended for higher level jobs and development. Both of these approaches focus on tapping into the base of knowledge about people that exists in almost any organization but that is seldom made good use of. 
Selecting People for Experiences


Given a limited number of potentially developmental experiences, identifying potential leaders who can make the most of those experiences is a critical task.  It is complicated by the fact that leadership mastery is acquired over time through multiple, diverse experiences, meaning that “potential” itself evolves and thus is a moving target.  Confidence, for example, usually increases with success in tough experiences but is, at the same time, a factor in willingness to engage in those challenging experiences in the first place and in learning from them.  Thus it is both cause and consequence in increasing leadership mastery.

Given this complexity, how should we select our high potentials? Collins (2001) makes the case that “good to great” companies select their people first, even before they decide on their strategies.  With the right people “on the bus”,  many of the problems of changing direction, of motivation, of compensation take care of themselves, and as Collins points out, with the wrong people on the bus it doesn’t matter what your strategy is, you won’t make it!



The question becomes, who are the right people?  To some extent, every organization will answer this question differently, depending on its history, stage of development, industry,  and so on.  But Collins asserts that there is a common core among effective “high potentials” that begins with what he calls “character,” which includes relatively enduring traits like the ability to learn and adapt, motivation and work ethic, integrity and willingness to put the greater good above personal gain.  Add to this aspect of character a demonstrated ability to achieve high performance and get results, and we have one prescription for the right people to develop (see also Hollenbeck, 2009).

Interestingly, this is consistent with the research on expertise, which suggests that those who become world class experts in various domains not only learn more from their experiences, but have extraordinary passion for mastery and equally extraordinary discipline to achieve it (see McCall and Hollenbeck, 2008).  One study of high potential international executives (summarized in McCall, 1998, pp. 127-135) found similar qualities distinguished them from “solid performers.”  Indeed, those rated highest got, took, or made more opportunities to learn, and did more things to learn from those opportunities.  

The mix of tools for identifying high potentials includes assessment centers, simulations, 360 feedback, an assortment of measuring instruments, and group evaluation processes like the one described by Sorcher and Brant (2002), as well as performance reviews and recommendations by managers. Recent reviews of the range and effectiveness of various methods appear in Thornton, Hollenbeck & Johnson (in press), and in Howard (2007).  As was the case with selecting senior leaders and their business partners, methodology and technology are not the limiting factors in selecting potential leaders.  Rather, the challenge is to use these tools effectively to assess what is really important.  Whether we are talking about expert performance in leadership or other domains, mastery requires commitment to growth, dedication to practice and improvement, and increasing skill in extracting meaning from relevant experience.

Who gets identified as high potential and therefore gains access to key developmental experiences ultimately determines who has the opportunities to achieve leadership mastery.  With the right senior team in place, supported by the right business partners, selecting and placing high potentials is guided by the leadership needs of the organization and by the best interests of the high potentials, relatively free of the ebb and flow of political and economic tides.  The key word here is “relatively.”  In tough times priorities change and tough actions are necessary—lines of business made be shed, people may be laid off, cutbacks may be widespread, and resources may grow scarce.  However, the very process of surviving and remaking the organization presents, in a perverse sense, significant developmental opportunities.   By thinking through who could benefit from the challenges inherent in trying times, development can continue even under frightful circumstances. 

In Conclusion

When we set out in search of the “missing ingredient” in leadership development we did not anticipate that it would lead us into the selection arena—a bit of a paradox given the different views and assumptions of selectors and developers.  We expected to slog through a quagmire of processes, philosophies, tools, techniques, research, hearsay, war stories, practices, and wisdom, perhaps unearthing some gem stones along the way.  With a little luck, we thought we might even discover a breakthrough that, if not leading to fame and fortune, might at the very least move leadership development forward by a notch or two.

In retrospect we are not surprised that the Grail was not there for us to find.  Hands equally or more capable than ours have dug this soil for decades, and both researchers and practitioners have contributed to a vast array of perspectives and resources that can be and are applied to the challenge of developing leadership.  That the estimated failure rate among leaders remains distressingly high is not for want of potential leaders or the tools and techniques for helping them realize their potential.  Rather, we concluded, the source of the problem was in a different place altogether.


Like the desk described by Steinbeck, the powerful ideas and tools available for leadership development often end up lashed to the rail, covered by tarp, making little difference despite their potential.  They are useful only if those facing the leadership challenges of the organization 1) believe that leadership talent is essential to business success and that it can be developed; 2) know that methodologies exist to aid in the identification and development of that talent; and 3) have the knowledge and advice and support to do what needs to be done.


So we end up, inevitably, with selection as the obvious secret ingredient in leadership development.  Indeed, in the hands of the right people even primitive tools can produce impressive results.  The leadership talent pool can be significantly enhanced by selecting senior leaders who are committed to developing their own and others’ mastery; by selecting people to work with and support them who understand the organization’s business, its people, and the experiences it has to offer-- and know how to mesh them; and by selecting people for those experiences who are most likely to learn from them.


To conclude that the heart of development consists of hard choices, hard work, and discipline in selecting key players is hardly electrifying enough to bring us, the authors, either fortune or fame.  However, attention to these aspects of development just might move things forward a notch or two.
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