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AN EFFECTIVE WAY TO IMPROVED BUSINESS PERFORMANCE 

STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT  
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Leadership is an important topic for all organizations, big and small. Of equal importance 
are the topics of strategy and strategy execution. 
 
A leadership culture with strong strategic acumen and the discipline to execute strategy 
well is not something that happens by itself. Rather it can be shaped through a variety of 
factors, with an important one being the development of leadership behaviour. 
 
Developing leadership behaviour in a strategic and systematic manner that supports the 
execution of the company’s business strategy one could therefore say is of critical 
importance. 
 
Today, most leadership development efforts consist of loosely connected elements such 
as classroom-based seminars, executive coaching and personality profiling tools. 
Because of a lack of a clear leadership development plan, sadly these efforts rarely 
deliver a marked improvement in leadership culture, let alone a more strategic 
leadership culture. 
 
The approach that Strategic Leadership GmbH (SL) has developed is strategically aligned 
and strongly integrated into the daily lives of your leaders. 

• SL consults senior management on how to develop a more strategic leadership 
culture, using the execution of the company strategy as a vehicle that managers 
can unite around as they develop the needed knowledge and skill. 

• SL designs a customized combination of development elements (strategy 
workshops, 360° Feedback, practical leadership projects, training, coaching, 
mentoring, online surveys, change agent workshops, focus groups etc.) that 
together create a reality-based and integrated leadership development process 
for all involved. The key here is to synchronize all elements to deliver a consistent 
message. 

• SL has developed an impactful but economic method to accompany its clients 
from start to finish of this change project where it clearly aims to make itself 
redundant by developing the management team to run these processes on their 
own in the future. 

 
The following reading is aimed at senior business managers and HR professionals alike. 
It is our hope that the content turns out to be of value in the effort to create and execute a 
strategic leadership development plan. 
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ACKNOWLEDGE THE PROBLEM 

If you doubt the effectiveness of leadership training programs, you are not alone. And 
although initiatives in this area every now and then do deliver encouraging results, on 
average the return on investment is too low. After all, investing time and money to have a 
group of managers travel and then sit for days in a seminar room where they consume 
valuable information, should result in a marked improvement in leadership. 
Unfortunately, it rarely does.  

 

According to various studies the topic of leadership development is both of importance 
and concern. In a survey quoted by McKinsey, where 500 executives were asked to rank 
their top three human resource priorities, over two thirds listed leadership development 
as their main concern. And they saw leadership development as a current and future 
priority for their businesses. A challenging task when you consider that in another study 
conducted by a UK business school, only seven per cent of senior managers thought that 
their companies were successfully developing international leaders. And to quote a very 
recent piece of research, according to Brandon Hall’s 2013 Leadership Development 
Benchmarking survey, 75 per cent of organizations say their leadership development 
programs are not very effective. We could continue to list similar surveys but the outcome 
can be summarized as follows: Leadership is an important success factor that most 
companies do not seem to develop strongly enough. 

 

UNDERSTAND THE ROOT CAUSE 

According to the American Society of Training and Development, U.S. businesses spend 
more than $ 170 billion on leadership-based curricula, with the majority of that amount 
being spent on leadership training. So, given that companies often invest large amounts 
in leadership development initiatives, a reasonable question must be why they aren’t 
working better. 

 

Here below are some barriers that we have come across (just to name a few): 

• No Leadership Development Strategy in existence 

• Lack of situational and strategic context in curriculum design 

• Senior managers not taking the time to be actively engaged 

• Disconnection between HR & management, where HR lacks influence 

• Organizational lack of knowledge on how to develop people 

• Limited ten per cent retention of traditional “classroom learning” 

• Difficulty of individual behaviour change is underestimated  

• Poor change leadership skills (leading the whole initiative) 

• Compensation schemes do not support the approach   

• No clear measurement of results   

According to McKinsey, 500 
executives ranked leadership 
development as a current and 
future priority. Almost two-thirds of 
the respondents identified 
leadership development as their 
number one concern.  

 

According to Brandon Hall’s 2013 
Leadership Development 
Benchmarking survey, 75% of 
organizations say their leadership 
development programs are not very 
effective. 
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Example: 

About ten years ago, we had been delivering numerous successful leadership programs 
for our global customers, for quite some time. We were proud of our work and the impact 
we felt we were having. Over time, however, a pattern that we didn’t like started to 
emerge. Every now and then we would meet a group of people that had been with us a 
year or two earlier on a different program. As we asked the members of these groups 
how successful they were in implementing the lessons from back then, we received too 
many vague answers. 

As we dug into it, they gave us explanations such as:  

“Once back at work, we never received any understanding and support from our 
bosses for the new ways of working. There was no alignment.”  
 

“There was just never enough time to implement all of this material and as nobody 
ever mentioned it again, it gathered dust.”  
 

“I guess I didn’t feel comfortable implementing something that didn’t seem to be 
supported throughout the company and thus wasn’t sustainable.” 
 

We learned we had actually been asked to come back to do more training with these 
people because we delivered a good training program and that such programs need to be 
offered, without anyone really asking if the program was delivering enough end results 
back at the workplace.  

After a while, we had to ask ourselves what our jobs were actually about. Were we mere 
entertainment for people who had been “sent(enced) to training”? And seeing as we 
certainly had higher aspirations than that, we recognized that we had a problem. 

 

SEARCH FOR A WAY FORWARD 

Seeking to improve the performance of our programs, we started contacting top 
managers at the firms for which we were working. Initially, two powerful questions 
gained the most traction in those conversations. The first one was:  

“What changes would you like to see happen throughout your organization as a 
result of the leadership development program we are running?”  
 

The answer was surprisingly often along the lines of ”Hmmm…that’s an interesting 
question”, which of course revealed the lack of alignment on what the leadership 
development initiative should deliver.  The second question was:  

“Assuming we can initiate the changes you want to see, what will this organization 
then do to make sure these changes stick?” 
 

Another answer along the lines of “Hmmm…that’s also a good question.” And another 
good conversation then followed. When we then started to ask WHY they wanted this 
specific change to happen, in order to understand how this particular leadership 
development initiative was relevant to their future goals as an organization, the 
discussions became even more fruitful. However, what also became clear was the 
disconnection between HR and senior management on the topic of strategic leadership 
development. 

 

  

“What changes would you like to see 
happen throughout your organization 
as a result of the leadership 
development program we are 
running?”  
 
“Assuming we can initiate the change 
you want to see, what will this 
organization then do to make sure 
these changes stick?” 
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LAY THE GROUNDWORK 

As we were picking up the above lessons, we experimented with a more strategic 
approach to leadership development that delivers more tangible results. 

The concept rests on our definition of leadership, which starts by asking: “What is it that 
we expect of all leaders in an organization, regardless of what level they are on?”  Here 
below is our working version of an answer. 

A leader knows where she and her team area headed (vision) and together they have 
worked out a plan on how to get there (strategy). In order to track progress towards the 
vision, the leader and her team keep a clear focus on performance (strategy-relevant 
KPIs) and are constantly collaborating to optimize their way of working (structure & 
processes). Furthermore, this leader is closely involved in both the recruitment and 
development of her team members and leads the way by being a constantly evolving role 
model herself (authentic leader). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We believe that no matter where he or she is located in the organization, a leader must 
keep an eye on all six perspectives and seek ways to align them. This means all six 
perspectives are relevant to all leaders in terms of a) thinking and acting more 
strategically in their part of the business and b) aligning their unit with the overall 
business strategy. 

The recommendation for this foundational step is therefore to create a vision and a 
strategy for leadership development that is aligned with the company’s vision and 
business strategy. 

 

  

CLEAR VISION 

STRATEGY & 
PERFORMANCE 

AUTHENTIC 
LEADERS 

STRUCTURE & 
PROCESS 

THE TEAM 

KEY 
INDICATORS 

LEADERSHIP CULTURE: 

Whether a company build on “The 6 
Perspectives of Strategic 
Leadership” or not, it should know 
and understand what kind of 
leadership culture it wants and 
needs to develop in order to meet 
its mid to longer term strategic 
needs.  

 

LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT: 

Software leader Symantec 
conducted measurements 
immediately before and 18 months 
after a leadership development 
process. They found statistically 
significant improvement in every 
one of the 16 leadership 
competencies they measured. 
These included managers´ 
capabilities in 16 researched 
leadership competencies including 
developing strategic perspective, 
collaboration and teamwork, 
technical/professional expertise, 
motivating and inspiring others, 
driving for results and taking 
initiative. 
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LAUNCH THE INITIATIVE 

Although the process we are about to show is not complicated or hard to understand, it is 
tricky to implement. One reason is that we are dealing with people and asking them to 
develop and change. Another reason is that weaving the elements together so that the 
outcome is greater than the sum of the parts requires active participation of all 
stakeholders, throughout the process. 

An executive statement describing our process sounds like this: 

The execution of your business strategy provides both purpose and direction for your 
leadership development efforts. Hence, strategy execution serves as a vehicle for your 
process. By developing the mind-sets and skills that are needed to execute your 
strategy you start to shape the leadership culture of the company and lay the 
foundation for long-term success. 

 

The following is a twelve-step overview of our approach: 

1. Gain buy-in from senior management for a strategic approach to leadership 
development.  

2. Involve senior management in sharpening the company’s vision and strategy and 
engage them in developing a plan for the company’s leadership development, 
aligned with the business strategy. 

3. Survey the knowledge of and contribution to the company strategy throughout the 
organization. At the same time explore leadership and company culture. 

4. Recruit senior managers to lead your leadership development project. 

5. Set up a series of follow up events with senior management to discuss progress 
on your project combining strategy execution and leadership development. 

6. Design a project plan that staggers all events so that they connect and build on 
each other, feeding the learning back into senior management workshops. 

7. Develop a series of integrated leadership workshops and coaching sessions that 
contain a mix of methods to achieve behavioural change. 

8. Recruit senior managers to be mentors for leadership workshop participants. 

9. Prepare to run focus groups that help you track progress more qualitatively. 

10. Involve and train a team of change agents who help create momentum. 

11. Design a robust communication plan that makes use of various media and creates 
top-down as well as bottom-up communication. 

12. Run steering board meetings that capture all the feedback from the program so 
that it can be adjusted and optimized as you move forward. 

 

  

Today, our leadership development 
process has been tried and tested 
in several countries and in various 
industries such as financial 
services, data management and 
mass production. The business 
units involved range in size from 
300 to 5000 employees. 
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SECURE RESULTS 

With a client in the financial sector, the strategic approach to leadership development 
resulted in a visibly stronger senior team, a significant increase in overall strategic 
awareness and more pride in the company culture. This allowed a large organizational 
re-structuring project with significant lay-offs to be executed without any drop in service 
levels or any type of formal employee protests. 18 months into the project, the company is 
revising its strategy and extending the whole initiative with a new focus. 

With a client in the data management sector, the approach at first resulted in poorer 
performance. This was during a difficult phase where the culture of the organization was 
coming to terms with all the changes that came along with the initiative. The company 
had been in a monopoly situation and was dealing with declining volumes while losing its 
monopoly situation due to technological advancements. In year two of the project 
however, the company recorded its best-ever total revenues and profits.  

With the above approach, experience shows that you will experience benefits on three 
fronts:  

1. You will be able to execute your strategy faster and more efficiently than before. 

2. You will see a marked improvement in your leadership culture, driving results 
such as employee satisfaction, talent retention, productivity and bottom line. 

3. You will experience a stronger company culture where people unite around a clear 
purpose and a cleverly executed strategy. It gives them the feeling of being on a 
winning team. 

THOR OLAFSSON 
Founder and Managing Director 
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"Aware, authentic and purpose driven leaders who are ambitious about 

 developing top performing teams and are equally focused on key performance 

 indicators, will  inspire those around them towards excellence.”  

Thor Olafsson, Founder and Managing Director 
Strategic Leadership GmbH 

	

 


