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When Warren Bennis wrote 
his classic treatise. On 
Becoming a Leader, he drew 
from the experiences of 
having interviewed and 
shadowed a number of 
famous leaders for 
approximately three months 
each 
In the book, Bennis says there 
is no one and only formula for 
defining leadership. Instead, 
it’s a combination of factors 
that fall  into five general 
groups: visioning, coping with 
change, communication, 
mobilization (engagement) 
and relationships.  Bennis 
also affirmed that no particular 
leader has or even needs to 
have all the characteristics. 
Traits that are right for some 
leaders might be wrong for 
others. In other words, 
leadership is a many-
splendored thing.  And it's a 
difficult for just anyone to 
emulate it. 
Not exactly a rallying cry for 
mass produced leadership 
development programs. 
Nevertheless, people who 
picked up on the swell of 
interest in leadership, created 
in no small part by writers like 
Bennis, began to package 
leadership development 
systems into products that 

could be sold to the masses.  
The designers of these 
programs often purport to be 
able to help a corporation 
develop leaders for the 21st 
century. And sometimes, for 
an extra hefty fee, such 
consultants will come to your 
place of work and customize 
their materials for you or your 
colleagues.  They don't 
explain the contradiction 
between promising an 
approach that's universal and 
offering a solution that's site-
specific. Often, they're simply 
fitting their own experiences 
into a mold the consulting firm 
has pre-determined as 
correct.  
So, how do they pull the wool 
over your eyes?  First, if 
you're a potential client, they 
talk about the success of their 
"unique" leadership approach 
and present case studies of 
well-known companies that 
have benefited from the work. 
Then they show you their 
tools and measurements 
(because everyone these 
days wants tools and 
measurements). If you're 
showing interest, they may 
cite massive amounts of 
research and data indicating 
how the leadership 
characteristics they 
discovered are vital for 
success in the new 
millennium. Then, if you sign 
on, they further support their 
argument by having your 
people go through a multi-
source feedback process and 
showing the individuals who 
get tested how their specific 

scores match up to the 
massive amounts of 
normative data. You know 
what they say about 
statistics—they can be 
interpreted to prove anything 
you want. 
So, let's look at what 
happened when a world-
famous automaker brought a 
highly recognized leadership 
program into its midst to work 
its magic.  The consultants 
convinced the executives at 
the company that they needed 
leaders who are emotionally 
balanced, and effective team 
players who communicate 
extensively and empower 
employees by engaging them 
as partners in decision-
making.  This would generate 
a groundswell of passion in 
the organization from top to 
bottom, leading to improved 
morale, productivity and 
product quality. 
It certainly sounded good, the 
company executives thought. 
So the firm began its 
leadership program amid 
great fanfare. It put managers 
through a four-day program 
that included feedback, action 
learning and team 
assignments.  Everything 
seemed to be going well. The 
consultant unearthed 
anecdotal stories of how 
effective the training was and 
provided the firm with 
instances of noticeable 
changes in behaviour. 
Surprisingly, despite these 
changes (or perhaps, as we'll 
see, because of them), people 
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didn't become more 
passionate about their work. 
Instead, staff turnover 
increased significantly. The 
firm conducted a series of 
follow-up interviews to check 
on morale. These determined 
that while the new leadership 
behaviours were being 
demonstrated employees 
weren't happy Why?  
One employee described the 
change. "We had leaders who 
knew what had to be done, 
and now they are not making 
decisions. We don't really feel 
comfortable anymore."  
Managers, according to the 
normative indicators, were 
improving in their 
communication with staff - but 
in many cases were over-
communicating, searching for 
consensus instead of being 
decisive, thus making 
everyone feel directionless. 
While it didn't seem very 
politically correct to put it this 
way, the employees of the 
firm wanted to be led, not 
empowered. The long-
standing culture of the firm 
was to cut-to-the-chase and 
only engage employees who 
were not performing. In other 
words, a nice humanistic 
leadership approach was at 
odds with a benevolent 
dictatorial-style of leadership 
that had existed successfully 
for years. Imposing a new 
leadership style that was not 
aligned and consistent with 
the firm's long standing and 
strong culture cost the 
leadership their credibility 
among employees. 
Once the weaknesses of the 
new system were exposed, 
the company executives did 
what they did best: they made 
a dictatorial decision. Without 
consulting any consultants, 
engaging any employees, or 
overly communicating their 

thought-processes, the 
dictators of the firm 
abandoned the new system. 
Despite calls to launch the 
firm forward into the 21st 
century as defined by a well 
researched and "widely 
recognized" leadership 
program, success really 
required going "back to the 
future"— to the leadership 
behaviours that had been 
successful in sustaining a 
significant competitive 
advantage for the firm's 
products m the global 
marketplace. 
Before buying into some 
quasi-customized leadership 
program developed outside 
your organization by a well 
meaning training or consulting 
firm, you should: 
• Define the values of your 

firm, in terms of actions 
(behaviours) for yourself. 

• Differentiate leadership 
behaviours that have driven 
the success of your firm. 

• Validate those leadership 
behaviours with employees 
in the firm, not against some 
external norm. 

• Set your objectives around 
four measurements: how will 
any program impact leaders 
to be more capable of 
improving  productivity, 
customer service, quality, 
and/or safety? 

• Refuse programs that 
impose an outside model on 
your leadership approach or 
seek to redefine your model 
in terms that fit the needs of 
the consulting farm. 

• Know that using normative 
data from outside your firm is 
both misleading and 
irrelevant to your people's 
success. 

Remember that outsourcing 
your most important people 
development program is a 

sure-fire way to lose your 
sustained competitive 
advantage. 
Learning, development and 
succession planning are not 
simple repetitive transactions 
that can be successful 
anywhere. They're organic 
and firm specific. Our roots 
determine who we are and set 
the path for growth. When you 
try to transplant a tree, a 
leader, or a leadership 
development program into 
unfamiliar soil, the chances of 
it bearing fruit are slim. 
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