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LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Careers unfold over time. Leadership also develops
over time and often over an entire career. For these rea-
sons, when discussing leadership development (as with
careers), there is an inherent longitudinal focus.
Development implies change and growth. Leadership
development is mainly concerned with the intrapersonal
change and growth of individual leaders, as well as the
relational aspects associated with interpersonal leader-
ship processes. Compared with the disciplines of work
careers and leadership, the field of leadership develop-
ment is weak on theory. There are no recognized
theories of leadership development, but a great deal has
been published on various practices. Thus, a primary
focus has been on using and, to a much lesser extent,
evaluating different ways of developing leadership.

CONCEPTUAL ISSUES AND DEFINITIONS

Leadership has proved impossible to define in a
way that is universally accepted. Different leadership
approaches emphasize specific behaviors (e.g., initiat-
ing structure, providing support); aggregate leader-
ship styles (e.g., task- and relationship-oriented); trait
like characteristics (e.g., charisma); the relationship
between a leader and a follower (e.g., leader-member
exchange quality); and so on. Leadership can include
any of these emphases but is most holistically charac-
terized as a process involving leaders, followers, and

situations. Thus, contemporary approaches view lead-
ership as a dynamic process, not as a static formal
position.

Leadership development can be described as the
longitudinal process of expanding the capacities of
individuals, groups, and organizations to increase
their effectiveness in leadership roles and processes.
Increased effectiveness from this perspective pertains
to anything that would improve the ability for groups
of people to work together in productive and mean-
ingful ways. Thus, leadership development is inher-
ently multilevel in that the developmental focus can
be on the individual, group or team, or the entire
organization—or some combination of all three levels.
Taking into account group and organizational levels
is important to the goal of building a sustainable
leadership-development system that supports continuous
and ongoing individual self-development processes.

Although the best leadership-development processes
include multiple levels, there is a long-standing confu-
sion between leader development and leadership
development. What is typically called leadership devel-
opment is usually more accurately conceptualized as
leader development, as it is targeted at developing indi-
vidual leaders. This distinction goes beyond mere
semantics, because it gets at the core of the important
role that social context plays in leadership. A social con-
text is necessary in that no leadership can occur without
at least one other person (i.e., “follower”) who is influ-
enced, directed, supported, or otherwise affected by
the leadership process. Nonetheless, most so-called
leadership-development efforts are focused entirely on
enhancing individual leaders’ knowledge, skills, and
abilities (or broader competencies) in ways that are
expected to improve their overall individual leadership
capabilities. Developing individual or intrapersonal
capabilities (i.e., human capital) can enhance the poten-
tial for effective leadership at some future point, but it
does not ensure more effective leadership without atten-
tion to the social context. The broader concept of lead-
ership emerges through social interaction and is based
on the pattern and quality of networked interpersonal
relationships in an organization (i.e., social capital).

Effective leadership development requires atten-
tion to both human and social capital concerns.
Developing individual capabilities without any atten-
tion to the social context ignores the fundamental
tenet that leadership is based on interactions among
leaders, followers, and the social environment. Attempt-
ing to develop the pattern and quality of networked
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relationships that defines the social capital component
of leadership without preparing individual leaders
with the requisite skills to communicate, influence,
inspire, and otherwise participate effectively in lead-
ership processes could risk putting people into situa-
tions in which they are unprepared individually to lead
effectively. Critical to developing effective leadership
is designing and implementing developmental sys-
tems that link intrapersonal leader development with
networked interpersonal leadership development in
ways that build both the human and social capital
components of leadership.

DEVELOPMENTAL PRACTICES

Many different types of interventions have been
used to facilitate leadership development. They vary in
degree of intensity, organizational embeddedness, and
temporal scope. An important distinction across various
interventions is the extent to which they emphasize the
development of intrapersonal skills (e.g., self-awareness,
self-regulation, or other individual skills), interpersonal
skills (e.g., social skills, social awareness, or other rela-
tional skills), or both. An especially important but often
overlooked aspect of successful leadership develop-
ment is linking the development of intrapersonal skills
(human capital) with the development of interpersonal
skills (social capital).

Formal Classroom Programs

The most common approach to leadership develop-
ment is the formal classroom program in which basic
principles of leadership are presented, discussed, and
reflected on. It has been estimated that approximately
85 percent of companies engaged in leadership-
development efforts use some version of classroom
programs. Frequently, these programs are designed to
promote self-insight and enhance self-awareness
through the application of leadership principles to par-
ticipants’ personal experiences. Another version is the
assessment-for-development approach that was pio-
neered by the Center for Creative Leadership, in
which participants complete self-assessment (e.g.,
personality) inventories and receive feedback about
their personal characteristics and behavioral profiles.
Often, formal programs occur over the course of sev-
eral days and are held off-site. Open-enrollment pro-
grams are classroom courses in which participation is
open to all qualified participants (usually determined

by job level) regardless of their organization affilia-
tion. Custom programs are specifically designed for a
particular organization to enhance the relevance of the
course with regard to the business objectives of the
client firm.

Although popular, formal classroom programs are
limited by high development costs (especially in cus-
tom work) and issues with the transfer of knowledge
from the classroom to the job (especially in open-
enrollment programs). Thus, many organizations are
coming to realize that formal classroom programs are
valuable but not completely adequate for effective
leadership development. As leadership tends to be
most effectively developed through the enactment of
leadership, a majority of the more cutting-edge
approaches emphasize the role of hands-on experi-
ences in development. In particular, experiences that
occur in the context of ongoing work may provide the
most meaningful development and are often used as
follow-up efforts to formal classroom programs.

Multisource Feedback

Also known as 360-degree feedback, multisource
feedback seeks to enhance self-knowledge of leader-
ship ability and one’s impact on others by providing
leaders with multiple assessments of their performance
from different role perspectives. In this method, ratings
of a target’s performance are systematically collected
from multiple sources—including supervisors, peers,
subordinates, and self-perceptions—in order to com-
pile a comprehensive, “360-degree” picture of a target’s
ability and behaviors. The underlying philosophy of
multisource feedback is that people in different report-
ing roles in relation to a target may experience different
aspects of that person’s personality and behavior.
Widening the lens to include perspectives other than
one’s boss is thought to develop a more complete
understanding of the impact of one’s behavior on others
across different role relationships. Multisource feed-
back can help leaders enhance the intrapersonal skill of
self-awareness by illustrating the effects they have on
others and by highlighting any discrepancies between
various perceptions of performance. But simply pro-
viding feedback does not necessarily translate into
enhanced leadership. In many cases, other elements are
added to the process to help someone make better sense
of the feedback and to use it to create and implement a
developmental plan. An executive coach is often used
for this purpose.
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Mentoring

Whereas executive coaches are often hired as exter-
nal consultants to help people develop necessary lead-
ership competencies or address specific leadership
challenges, developmental relationships (i.e., mentor-
ing) can also be fostered formally or informally within
organizations. Mentoring usually occurs as a more
senior member interacts with a more junior protégé
(typically at least two organizational levels below the
mentor) to advise, share lessons learned, and enhance
career development and advancement. Through observ-
ing and interacting with mentors, developing leaders
can expand their perceptions of key organizational
challenges and strategies as well as enhance more
microlevel interpersonal skills. Mentoring relations run
the risk of failure, however, if the protégé becomes too
dependent on the mentor. A Other important compo-
nents of effective mentoring are the quality of the men-
tor and the mentoring experiences. Only recently have
researchers begun to examine the effects of “marginal
mentoring” (that is, mentors limited in terms of effec-
tiveness but who still have value) on the performance
and development of protégés.

Networking

To facilitate communication among functional
areas and to build better social capital, organizations
have implemented initiatives to foster the develop-
ment and maintenance of work-related relationships.
Initiatives such as regular lunches, electronic dia-
logue, and other social events at work can help indi-
viduals build their networks. Broad social networks
are advantageous to leaders in expanding their
resources with regard to knowing who has expertise in
which particular domains (called transactive mem-
ory). Individuals can also develop broader and more
complex ways of viewing problems and ways of
working with others and can challenge basic assump-
tions through network relationships.

Outdoor Challenges

Outdoor challenges or wilderness training include
challenging experiences, such as high- and low-ropes
courses, orienteering, rappelling, and whitewater
rafting. These experiences are designed to require col-
laboration, trust, and participation for successful per-
formance and are aimed at encouraging individuals to

overcome risk-taking fears (intrapersonal) while
enhancing teamwork skills (interpersonal). As such,
they have a heavy affective component in terms of
their effects on participants. While these initiatives are
popular, little empirical evidence exists of the effec-
tiveness of enhanced leadership on the job. One
important obstacle to successful transfer is the differ-
ence between a wilderness setting and typical busi-
ness environments.

Challenging Job Assignments

Challenging assignments within one’s current role
as well as expatriate assignments, job rotation, and
Cross-unit rotation encourage the development of new
skills, such as team building, strategic thinking, and
social-influence skills. Complex cognitive and social
skills can be developed when individuals are chal-
lenged or pushed beyond their comfort zones. These
“stretch assignments” can facilitate self-awareness
that can challenge how an individual learns, thinks,
and interacts. Challenging job assignments are effec-
tive for development only when they are intentionally
developmental and learning oriented, rather than
solely focused on performance. An important consid-
eration is to avoid potentially putting people “in over
their heads,” resulting in feelings of helplessness,
rather than encouraging development. Some attention
should be given to the developmental readiness of the
person to take on a new and significantly challenging
job assignment, as well as helping the incumbent
learn and develop from the challenge.

Action Learning

Often used in conjunction with challenging job
assignments, action learning involves development
through work-related organizational experiences. The
approach is grounded in the assumption that people
learn most effectively when dealing with work-related
issues in real time, which heightens the relevance of
the learning. Action learning is best described as a
structured, continuous process of learning and reflec-
tion that also addresses a complex challenge of strate-
gic importance to an organization. It is typically group
or team based, includes aspects of coaching and men-
toring, and has a specific focus on learning. The over-
all spirit of action learning is to help people learn and
develop from their work, rather than taking them away
from work to learn and develop. Techniques such as
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journaling are often used in conjunction with action
learning to facilitate reflection and keep the learning
process intentional.

Because leadership is a complex interaction
between the individual leaders and their social and
organizational contexts, comprehensive developmental
efforts need to be directed at (a) developing individual
leaders, (b) developing broader interpersonal leader-
ship capacity, and (c) linking the two. Leadership
development practices also are generally more suc-
cessful when linked to key strategic business impera-
tives. Effective development is less dependent on
which specific practices are employed relative to how
tightly tied the efforts are to intentional and consistent
implementation. To implement effective developmen-
tal programs, organizations must overcome a tendency
to allow development to become a haphazard process.
This haphazard tendency can be addressed through
intentionality, evaluation, accountability, and adopting
a long-term focus.

INFLUENCING FACTORS

It is presumptuous to assume that the rate or nature
of change will be the same for all leaders for any given
developmental experience, and it certainly cannot
be expected to be identical across entire careers.
Developmental readiness, or how prepared an individ-
ual is to benefit from developmental experiences,
provides a preliminary point for understanding devel-
opment. Factors such as cognitive ability, motivation,
and maturity influence an individual’s preparedness.
Some researchers suggest that developmental readi-
ness may be related to a person’s moral reasoning.
More complex moral reasoning is associated with a
greater reflexive capacity through which leaders are
better able to “step back” to perceive how their actions
affect others. In this sense, developmental readiness is
related to one’s capacity for self-awareness. Given
individual differences in developmental readiness
and existing abilities, some experiences or interven-
tions might be better suited only to certain individuals.
To maximize success of a leader developmental prac-
tice, a match may be required between an individual’s
readiness and existing abilities and specific
experiences.

Environmental factors, within both the formal train-
ing context and work environment, are also important
for facilitating the transfer of training, or the degree to
which trainees apply to their jobs the knowledge, skills,

behaviors, and attitudes gained in training.
Developmental experiences in the context of ongoing
work provide an advantage over classroom programs
because what is learned more readily transfers to the
job. A supportive environment, in which individuals
are encouraged to apply learned leadership skills,
allowed to reflect on and adopt various leadership
styles, and supported to continue their development, is
critical for success. A recipe for failure includes send-
ing a changed individual into an inflexible and
unchangeable environment. Similarly, leadership is
best developed in an environment characterized by
safety and trust, support for learning and change, and
a sense of purpose in which members are encouraged
to work closely with each other.

CONCLUSION

A key to the effective development of leaders and
leadership depends a great deal on implementation.
All of the various developmental practices have some
evidence of effectiveness. What is of utmost impor-
tance in making them work is how they are imple-
mented. One consideration is how consistently and
broadly the developmental initiatives are practiced.
Instead of limiting development to top levels or “high-
potential” executives, a more effective implementa-
tion strategy may be to introduce versions of the focal
practices throughout all levels of an organization as a
means of developing deeper leadership capacity.
Another key to effective implementation is to link ini-
tiatives so that leadership development builds on
leader development. Grounding developmental initia-
tives in an overall purpose tied to key strategic busi-
ness challenges is one way to heighten the relevance
of leadership development for better organizational
performance. One caution is that development is a rel-
atively long-term investment in the human and social
capital of an organization. There are no proven short-
cuts to leadership development, but the potential pay-
offs from a well-designed initiative with consistent
implementation across organizational levels can pro-
vide a key for better overall individual, team, and
organizational effectiveness.

—David V. Day and Michelle M. Harrison

See also Center for Creative Leadership, Human capital,
Job challenge, Mentoring, Performance appraisal and feed-
back, Social capital, Three-hundred-sixty-degree (360°)
evaluation
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