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Who’s leading the new leaders

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 

Without a doubt, we’re living in 
interesting times: the boom is over, 
uncertainty is the new rule and no 
company can rely on a rising tide to 
raise all boats. Now more than 
ever, quality of leadership is going 
to distinguish winners from losers. 
So what’s your organization doing 
to galvanize the development of its 
in-house leadership talent? Just as 
important, who’s ultimately 
responsible for the job? 
Leadership development is not a 
program; it’s a process of many 
integrated activities. It can’t be 
plucked from a supermarket shelf 
or brought in by an expert 
consultant during times of 
corporate transformation. It needs 
to be an ongoing event, specific to 
the values and vision of the 
leadership team and the culture of 
the organization as a whole. To top 
it all off, effective leadership 
development needs to be honest 
and open about gaps in current 
leadership capabilities and crystal 
clear about future leadership needs. 
A tall order, for sure, but who gets 
to fill it? Relying on HR, training 
and organizational development 
only gets half the job done. 
Yes, they understand the need and 
can design the curriculum but 
development and learning that 
occurs in a vacuum (let alone a 

classroom) will have insufficient 
organizational impact without the 
support, participation and passion 
of the leadership team itself: 
Indeed, the leadership team needs 
to be a full partner in determining 
leadership priorities and living and 
promoting leadership behaviours. 
So how to get started? The HR 
team must summon its courage to 
hold an executive group 
accountable and responsible for 
defining those leadership 
behaviours that are the stepping-
stones for continuity, stability and 
success. Such behaviours cannot be 
mere words, wish lists, or nice-to-
haves — they need to be real 
actions that bring desired business 
results not only today but in the 
future. 
Are your leaders ready to commit 
to that kind of reality? If they are 
adverse to feedback and not serious 
about changing their own 
behaviours, don’t develop 
something that doesn’t reflect their 
current way of leading. 
Further, if they don’t feel a strong 
passion for new behaviours but do 
feel intensely about the ones they 
currently live, chances are they will 
not support and encourage those 
who act differently than 
themselves. 
Employees will recognize when a 
“Do as I say, nor as I do” dictum is 
being imposed and know that the 
smartest thing to do in such a case 
is to find a place to hide until it’s 
safe to come out again. On the 
other hand, if leaders work hard to 

live the values and behaviours they 
espouse, an environment is created 
in which those behaviours get 
emulated by all those who wish to 
succeed. 
There are some other conditions 
that need to be in place. Does the 
organization have a vision that is 
simple, meaningful and understood 
by all, at all levels of the company? 
If leaders don’t have a passion for a 
vision that is at least 10 years out, 
they won’t fight for it — and future 
leaders won’t see any rationale in 
making it come to life. 
Can the organization be honest and 
selective about identifying those 
employees worth developing? 
If a candidate has the right skills 
and abilities and is capable of 
growing and changing their 
behaviours over time they might be 
right for the task; if not, what’s the 
point? Focus on the keepers and let 
the “dead wood” go. 
Will high potentials get the time 
and support needed to make the 
changes the organization needs 
them to make? Change is not easy 
at the best of times — and without 
positive feedback on how they 
perform on the job, without 
learning linked to formal and 
informal programs, activities and 
job rotations, the will to change 
will nor be reinforced. 
But if those conditions are in place, 
a leadership program can be 
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developed with a great deal of 
optimism. Such an investment does 
not need to be large-scale and 
expensive. 
It does need to begin with the 
current leadership team’s definition 
of leadership; and it also needs to 
incorporate their hands-on 
involvement in the progress of 
leadership development. 
In fact, good leadership 
development has less to do with 
formal education than with minor 
interactions during on-the-job 
situations and the providing of 
meaningful and timely follow-up, 
as well as continuous coaching and 
overall accountability. 
A real leadership curriculum is an 
integrated and connected series of 
activities that culminate in the 
development of individuals who 
become the company’s leaders of 
the future. 
The only problem with all of this is 
that we’re no longer living in a 
boom economy. In tough times, 
who’s got the resources for 
leadership development? After all, 
when markets slow down and 
budgets get cut, the first thing to go 
is training and development so 
what’s the point? 
But without an investment in 
leadership development, you may 
as well be throwing in the towel. 
Your employees know they have a 
future when you invest in that 
future on their behalf — by being 
dedicated and passionate about 
developing the leaders of 
tomorrow. ● 
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