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eaders of organizations currently
Lface unprecedented challenges

and disruption. Although pan-
demics and other current upheavals are
exceptional events, it is not expected
that our post-pandemic future will be
smooth sailing. Leaders at all levels will
continue to face a future of unknown
difficulties and challenges.

These unknowns will stretch leaders’
capabilities, test their abilities to focus
on what is most important and strain
their resolve to step up to the novel

issues and concerns of the day. Orga-
nizations need adept executives at the
top, who know how to develop capable
leaders at all levels with the right skills
and perspectives to steer their com-
panies through the inevitable rough
waters. Preparing today’s leaders for
tomorrow’s challenges is a leadership
investment imperative.

Among all the responsibilities held
by corporate executives, there is one
role that cannot be overlooked nor
overemphasized. It is the responsibility

to build depth in leadership bench
strength and cultivate leadership capac-
ity throughout the organization. The
Chief of Leadership Development role
is shared by all executives.

Yet a recent Gartner report found
that only 19 percent of learning and
development (L&D) heads believe their
organization is effective at achieving
a high rate of learning as a result of
leadership development.' Similarly, a
McKinsey study found only 11 percent
of more than 500 executives around the
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globe strongly agreed with the state-
ment that their leadership development
interventions achieve and sustain the
desired results.? A Harvard Business
School Publishing Report found that
only 33 percent of line managers said
they have become more effective as
managers after taking part in develop-
ment programs.® With numbers like
these, it is easy to see why executives
and CHROs are having trouble justi-
fying their leadership development
budgets. CHROs know that they have to
show ROI for development or they will
almost certainly face budget cuts.

In this article, we identify the reasons
for the current state of affairs and pres-
ent original research from over 34,000
leaders from more than 6,000 organi-
zations using machine learning text
analytics. The goal of this research is to
improve the ROI of leadership develop-
ment by creating a framework based on
leaders’ identified needs at all levels. In
short, executives and the CHRO will be
able to refocus their leadership devel-
opment strategy by better understand-
ing and placing leaders’ challenges at
the center of development.

The Reasons for Failure

The source of many leadership devel-

opment failures can be attributed to

three issues.

1. Organizations rarely do the work to
thoroughly understand the breadth
and depth of the challenges leaders
face. This is in part because most
L&D leaders report a lack of data-
analytics savvy to systematically an-
swer a fundamental question: What
are the leader pain points we are
solving for with leadership develop-
ment?! If organizations do not know
the answer, they will have a difficult
time deciding what skills and per-
spectives need developing.

2. There is a gap between the skills that
programs build and the skills that
organizations require. For example,
organizations often fail to bridge in-
terpersonal skills with the hard skills
needed to navigate today’s flat and

networked organizations. Business
schools in particular tend to focus
on cognitive skill development but
are less adept at teaching skills for
working more effectively in teams.?
3. The third issue stems from identify-
ing responsibility for leadership de-
velopment. For many years, HR bore
that responsibility. This dependency
mindset on HR is slowly shifting.
The employee, line leaders, and
HR all play a role. Individuals must
own their development processes.
Leaders need to coach and develop
other leaders. Organizations and
senior leaders need to work with
managers to identify the leadership
requirements, allocate necessary
resources for development, and
model effective leadership. Finally,
HR needs to facilitate the entire
process. How is this model of shared
accountability working out? Not too
well. According to Training Industry,
leaders believe talent and leadership
developmentis an 8 or a 9 in impor-
tance on a 10-point scale. However,
the energy and accountability they
devote to it reflects an importance
level of 2 or 3.5

The Missing Link

What’s the missing link? An evidence-
based framework for understanding
leaders’ challenges across organiza-
tional levels. Leadership development
will only be effective if it aligns to the
corporate strategy and addresses the
underlying pain points or challenges
that leaders face at every level.” Techno-
logical advances in big data methods,
such as machine learning, can yield
richer and more nuanced insights of
how challenges vary by level.

To create an evidence-based frame-
work, we developed a research study®
using eight years of open-ended text
data collected from over 34,000 multi-
level leaders working across more than
6,000 organizations. The leaders re-
sponded to the question, “What are the
three most critical leadership challeng-
es you are currently facing?” Using a

Leadership development
can be improved by
seeking a data-driven
answer to the following
fundamental question:
What leader pain points
are we addressing
through our leadership
development strategies?

machine learning text algorithm called
topic modeling, we found 37 distinct
challenges that persist over time and
across different industries and sectors.
We offer organizations insight into the
self-reported challenges that leaders
face across multiple levels.

Leaders’ Challenges

at Multiple Levels

We organized the 37 challenges into
three overarching types that leaders
face: (1) personal growth, (2) people
and task demands, and (3) working
within a larger system (see Figure 1).
Leaders experience personal growth
challenges as they struggle with their
shortcomings and aspirations for a
better self. People and task demands arise
from managing people and getting
work accomplished. Because leaders are
working within a larger system, they are
also challenged to influence horizontal-
ly and lead within a dynamic external
environment.

Although leaders at all levels
experience each type of challenge,
their complexity and scale increase as
leaders move up. For example, in terms
of personal growth (see Table 1), new
leaders are challenged by self-doubt
that comes with a lack of experience
and the patience needed to interact
with direct reports. Leaders at higher
levels reported more nuanced personal
growth challenges such as the need to
build credibility across the organization
as well as a need to change the way they
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FIGURE 1: LEADERS” OVERARCHING CHALLENGES

PERSONAL GROWTH
The challenge of
personal shortcomings
and aspirations for a
better self

The challenge of
managing people and
getting work accomplished

WORKING WITHIN
A LARGER SYSTEM
The challenge of
managing across the
organization within
a dynamic external
environment

TABLE 1: PERSONAL GROWTH CHALLENGES BY LEVEL

C-Suite
Leaders

- Interpersonal Rigidity

Senior
Leaders

« Limited Self-Awareness
« Credibility Gaps

Mid-Level
Leaders

« Personal Limitations
« Ineffective Interpersonal
Style

New
Leaders

« Personal Improvement
- Frustrations with People
and Time

TABLE 2: PEOPLE AND TASK DEMANDS BY LEVEL

C-Suite
Leaders

- Strategic Responsibilities
« Lack of Cooperation
« Organizational Talent Issues

Senior
Leaders

« Transition to a New Role
« Talent Pipeline Issues

Mid-Level
Leaders

« New or Ambiguous Responsibilities

« Accountability for Others’ Work

« Competing People and Project
Priorities

» Development Gaps: Yours and
Others

- Staffing Issues

New
Leaders

« First Time Managing People
« New to Positional Authority
« Peers as Team Members

« Limited Influence

« Team Performance

- Employee Engagement

« Competing Priorities
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interact with others to be more inter-
personally effective.

For people and task demands (see
Table 2), lower-level leaders reported
challenges that reflected less discretion
in solving problems and more narrow
spans of control. For example, they
often reported challenges that involve
leading and influencing others without
formal authority. Their primary re-
sponsibility was usually for their team’s
output and development. For leaders at
higher levels, people and task demands be-
came more complex such that leaders
had to consider multiple strategies and
structures for solving them. Their span
of control also was much broader, in-
volving alignment of work across teams
and divisions as well as responsibility for
talent systems.

With regard to working within a larger
system (see Table 3), leader levels varied
in terms of likely time spent working in
the broader organizational system and
the changing external environment.
Leaders at higher levels reported chal-
lenges that often require them to oper-
ate in these contexts more frequently
than lower level leaders.

Our findings are aligned with and
build upon classic work by Elliott Jaques®
on stratified systems theory. His work
suggested that leadership requirements
vary by management level in terms of
complexity and interaction with the
external environment. More recent
research shows that the progression
from junior to mid to senior levels also
requires greater levels of cognitive, inter-
personal, business and strategic skills."

Though organizations have long
known that leadership challenges vary
by organizational level, our use of a ma-
chine-learning text algorithm to analyze
tens of thousands of open-ended leader
responses yields a richer, more nuanced
understanding of how the challenges
vary by level. The machine-learning
approach also led us to uncover a new
category of leadership challenges rarely
discussed in leadership development
but was widely expressed by leaders in
their own words: the need for personal

leadership growth. This means that any
leadership development effort must

be designed to address fundamental
aspects of the leader’s inner existence
in addition to skills and perspectives.

Set Up for Success

The leadership challenge framework 2.

provides CHROs a foundational tool
for informing the design of leadership
development strategy. It also helps
leaders at each level work with the orga-
nization to select the best development
methods for their needs as they manage
their careers. Learning to lead more
effectively involves getting feedback,
setting challenging development goals
and receiving support from others. HR
supports development by: 1) aligning
development with leaders’ needs, 2)
scaling leadership development, 3)
creating a strong partnership with
managers and senior leaders and 4)

executing a holistic development and 3.

growth strategy.

1. Align development with leaders’
needs. This evidence-based frame-
work can be used to increase the
likelihood that leaders will develop
balancing what they need individual-
ly with the requirements of business
strategy. Whenever possible, orga-
nizations should also collect and

score leadership challenge responses
directly from their own leaders to
determine the specific type and prev-
alence of each challenge. Organiza-
tions can poll leaders periodically to
determine which leadership chal-
lenges are trending up or down.
Scale leadership development. Large
and mid-sized companies must deal
with massive disruption and per-
petual change, requiring aligned
enterprisewide development. This
research can provide a leadership
challenge framework to inform
career management efforts and
help leaders know what is required
to excel in their current role and
prepare for the next level. Scaling
leadership development efficiently
and well enables organizations to
shift their cultures, build common
understandings and quickly execute
their strategies to achieve goals.
Create strong partnerships with
managers and senior leaders. HR
leaders face expanding responsibil-
ities and limited budgets. The cur-
rent talent war means organizations
will continue to face a shortage of
leaders equipped to address future
demand. As a consequence, organi-
zations will increasingly depend on
HR to facilitate creation of leader-

TABLE 3: WORKING WITHIN A LARGER SYSTEM BY LEVEL

According to Training
Industry, leaders believe
talent and leadership
developmentis an 8
ora 9 in importance

on a 10-point scale.
However, the energy
and accountability they
devote to it reflects an
importance level of 2 or 3.

C-Suite
Leaders

» Dynamic Business Environment
« Organizational Readiness Amid
Uncertainty

Senior
Leaders

« Process Improvement Across
Groups

«Tense and Complex Situations

« Problems with Upper Management

- Limited Market/Sales Growth

- Changing Internal/External
Environment

» Resource Constraints and Financial
Instability

Mid-Level
Leaders

» Cross-Functional Influence
« Adverse Work Environment
«» Challenging Business Context

New
Leaders

- Change and Instability

« Deficient Operational Processes

ship development strategies, ensure
execution and monitor ROI. HR
can best deliver through partnering
with both line managers and senior
executives. This means clarifying re-
sponsibility for leader development
at the individual, manager, function
and organization level.

4. Execute a holistic growth and de-
velopment strategy. Leaders at all
levels may be challenged by feelings
of inadequacy. Acknowledging and
preparing leaders to overcome chal-
lenges can accelerate development
of their skills and perspectives—and
create a shared understanding of
what’s required across the organiza-
tion. The key is to craft long-term de-
velopment plans that simultaneously
address skill development and the
transformation of leaders’ self-identi-
ty. Leadership development requires
a holistic look at leadership—one
that includes elements of the inner
existence of leaders in addition to
their outward behaviors."

Key Takeaways

Executives and CHROs play a central
role in equipping leaders at all levels
with the right skills and perspectives for
the disruptions and challenges of today
and in the future. Advances in machine
learning text analytics have resulted

in the identification of leaders’ critical
challenges utilizing large-scale data.
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In this study, we analyzed com-
ments from over 34,000 leaders across
multiple organizational levels in more
than 6,000 organizations. This led to
the identification of three overarching
challenges areas based on what leaders
say they need:

1. Personal growth: The challenge of
personal shortcomings and aspira-
tions for a better self.

2. People and task demands: The
challenge of managing people and
getting work accomplished.

3. Working within a larger system: The
challenge of managing across the
organization within a dynamic exter-
nal environment.

In addition, this study differentiates
specific and nuanced needs identified
across four leader levels including
C-suite, senior, middle and new leaders.
Understanding an organization’s needs
in the context of these data-driven find-
ings can enrich the dialogue about how
to best address both individual leader
and organizational needs. The result-
ing multilevel framework based on this
research may be useful to:

1. Inform a company’s leadership
development strategy toward
increasing its ROI. Organizations
can collect and score leadership
data directly from their own leaders
to determine the specific type and
prevalence of each challenge.

2. Create a clear and transparent
roadmap for a companywide career
management function where leaders
at all levels understand the key steps
for career progression. A company’s
leadership pipeline could grow as
more “hidden” or overlooked lead-
ers self-select into the process.

3. Align HR and business leaders
around the organization’s central
leader challenges. This may, in turn,
increase the odds that leadership
development is seen as a key driver
of business strategy and not just
another hat HR has to wear.

4. Inform an organization’s general
approach to leadership develop-
ment design and delivery. Leader
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transformation at all levels involves

facing three major types of complex

challenges across four leader levels.

Practitioners must design initiatives

that address inner challenges and

outward behaviors.

Leadership development can be
improved by seeking a data-driven
answer to the following fundamental
question: What leader pain points are
we addressing through our leadership
development strategies? Asking and an-
swering this key question will increase
the probability that executives, CHROs
and line managers focus their efforts
on what matters most and align on the
leadership development initiatives that
will enable their organizations to thrive
in a post-pandemic world. Preparing to-
day’s leaders for tomorrow’s challenges
is a primary investment and executive
imperative. 22
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