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Team leadership development is one of the most critical 
investments organizations can make. It not only shapes future 
leaders but also directly impacts company culture, team 
performance, and organizational success. 

However, designing and implementing effective team leadership 
programs can be fraught with pitfalls that lead to wasted 
resources, disengaged participants, and poor long-term results.

In this white paper, we address the 20 most costly pitfalls in team 
leadership program design, development, and deployment. 

We provide actionable insights to help Learning and 
Development professionals avoid these mistakes, with up-to-date 
case studies, expert analysis, and a clear roadmap for success.

Plus we provide 15 links to recent articles from Harvard, MIT, 
Stanford business school publication’s for additional insights 
and reference.

Introduction
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Overview:
One of the most common mistakes in leadership program design 
is failing to align the objectives of the program with the overarch-
ing business goals of the organization. Leadership development 
should not occur in a vacuum but must support the strategic 
direction of the company.

Why This Matters:
When leadership development programs are not tied to 
measurable business outcomes, they often fail to gain buy-in 
from senior leadership, making it difficult to secure the resources 
necessary for success. Moreover, misaligned programs may 
result in leaders who are trained in skills that do not impact the 
organization’s bottom line.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Engage with Stakeholders: Meet with key business leaders 	
	 to understand their strategic priorities and how leadership 	
	 can drive success.
2.	 Set Measurable Outcomes: Ensure the program has clear,  
	 measurable objectives that align with business 
	 performance metrics.
3.	 Regular Review: Regularly assess whether the program 		
	 continues to align with evolving business goals.
4.	 Communicate Value: Ensure all stakeholders understand 	
	 how the program supports the business’s success.

1
Pitfall 1: Lack of Clear 
Business Alignment
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5.	 Tailor Content to Business Needs: Customize program 		
	 content to directly address the challenges the business faces.

Case Study:
In the mid-2010s, under the leadership of Satya Nadella, Mic-
rosoft undertook a significant business transformation. Moving 
away from its legacy as a software-dominated company, Micro-
soft shifted its focus to cloud computing, artificial intelligence 
(AI), and the development of integrated digital solutions. This 
required a new approach to leadership, one that was deeply 
aligned with fostering agility, collaboration, and a continuous 
learning culture.

To support this transformation, Microsoft’s leadership develop-
ment programs needed to evolve as well. The company sought 
to ensure that its leaders were equipped not just with techni-
cal skills, but with the strategic, adaptive, and people-focused 
competencies necessary to drive innovation in a fast-paced and 
highly competitive environment.

The Key Challenge: Bridging Leadership and Strategy
One of the central challenges for Microsoft was ensuring that 
leadership development was not operating in a silo but directly 
contributing to the company’s business strategy. This included 
the necessity for leaders to:
•	 Lead innovation in cloud services (Azure) and AI.
•	 Support the transformation towards customer-centric solutions.
•	 Foster collaboration in a diverse, global workforce.
•	 Encourage a culture of learning and agility.

1
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Microsoft’s Approach to Leadership Development
1.	 Growth Mindset and Cultural Shift
Satya Nadella’s emphasis on a growth mindset was a defining 
aspect of Microsoft’s leadership development. Under Nadella’s 
leadership, the company embraced a culture where learning 
from failure, encouraging experimentation, and iterating solutions 
became the norm. Leaders were trained to foster a growth mind-
set not just within themselves but across their teams.
•	 Leadership development initiatives focused on teaching 

resilience, adaptability, and problem-solving—critical traits for 
thriving in a high-tech, rapidly changing environment.

•	 Microsoft’s leadership programs were built around the idea of 
cultivating curiosity, promoting experimentation, and leverag-
ing failure as an opportunity for growth. 

2.	 Business Strategy Integration
Microsoft designed its leadership development programs to di-
rectly support its strategic business goals. The company’s lead-
ership courses, mentorship initiatives, and development assess-
ments were all centered around key strategic pillars:
•	 Cloud-First Leadership: Leaders were trained to prioritize 

cloud-based solutions and drive digital transformation for Mic-
rosoft’s clients. The leadership programs incorporated techni-
cal training alongside management techniques to ensure that 
leaders were competent in both domains.

•	 AI and Data-Driven Decision Making: Leadership develop-
ment focused on understanding AI’s business applications. 
Microsoft’s leaders were equipped with the tools to lead 
teams in using data for smarter decision-making and opera-
tional efficiency.

1
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•	 Customer Obsession: Leadership training placed a strong 
emphasis on developing empathy and deep customer 
engagement. This helped shift Microsoft’s focus to more 
client-driven solutions, ensuring that products like Azure, 
Dynamics, and Microsoft 365 were developed with a custom-
er-first mindset. 

3.	 Inclusive Leadership
As Microsoft operates in a highly diverse, global environment, 
inclusive leadership became a central component of the compa-
ny’s leadership programs. Microsoft emphasized training leaders 
to be empathetic, inclusive, and supportive of diverse perspec-
tives to foster innovation. This was critical in leading teams that 
were geographically dispersed and diverse in thought, back-
ground, and culture. 

4.	 Digital Transformation and Leadership Accountability
Leadership accountability became a key theme as Microsoft 
navigated its transformation. Leaders were not only expected to 
meet performance targets but to actively participate in driving 
the company’s digital transformation. Leadership development 
programs introduced frameworks for:
•	 Agile decision-making: Ensuring leaders could pivot quickly 

in response to changing market conditions.
•	 Cross-functional collaboration: Programs encouraged lead-

ers to break down silos and collaborate across departments 
to create integrated solutions for customers.

•	 Fostering innovation: Leaders were trained to create envi-
ronments that encouraged experimentation and rewarded 
risk-taking, vital for maintaining a competitive edge in tech.

1
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The Results: A Leadership Culture Aligned with Strategy
Through its leadership development programs, Microsoft 
achieved several key outcomes that aligned directly with its 
business strategy:

1.	 Accelerated Cloud and AI Growth: With leadership equipped 
to drive innovation, Microsoft’s cloud business, particularly 
Azure, grew rapidly, positioning the company as a leading 
cloud provider globally.

2.	 Cultural Transformation: Microsoft’s transformation from a 
company with a more traditional hierarchical structure to one 
that fostered collaboration, agility, and inclusivity under Na-
della’s leadership was largely credited to the success of its 
leadership development programs.

3.	 Increased Employee Engagement: By training leaders to 
foster a growth mindset and prioritize inclusion, Microsoft 
saw significant improvements in employee engagement and 
morale. This cultural shift not only improved retention but also 
attracted top talent from across the tech industry.

4.	 Customer-Centric Leadership: Microsoft’s leadership pro-
grams helped the company refocus on its customers, driving 
the development of products that better met market needs. 
This customer-first mindset, instilled at all leadership levels, 
resulted in more personalized, integrated solutions that en-
hanced customer loyalty.

1
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2
Pitfall 2: Failing to 
Customize for Audience 
Needs
Overview:
Many leadership programs fail because they use a one-size-fits-
all approach, which does not consider the unique needs and 
challenges of the specific audience. Leaders come from different 
backgrounds, industries, and experience levels, and a generic 
program will not resonate equally across all participants.

Why This Matters:
A lack of customization can lead to disengagement, as 
participants may not find the content relevant to their roles or the 
challenges they face. This results in poor retention of material 
and a failure to apply learning on the job.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Assess Audience Backgrounds: Understand the different 	
	 levels of experience and industry knowledge within the 		
	 participant group.
2.	 Conduct Pre-Program Surveys: Use pre-assessments to 	
	 gather data on specific learning needs.
3.	 Segment the Audience: Group participants based on similar 
	 leadership development needs and adjust content accordingly.
4.	 Use Case Studies and Examples: Incorporate relevant, 		
	 real-world case studies that are industry-specific and 		
	 relatable to participants.
5.	 Continuous Feedback Loops: Collect feedback during and 	
	 after sessions to make real-time adjustments to the content.
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2
Case Study:
Salesforce needed to adjust its approach to leadership develop-
ment as its workforce became increasingly distributed and remote.

In response, Salesforce launched the Pathways program, a 
customized leadership initiative that focused on addressing the 
unique needs of various employee segments, including under-
represented groups.

The program also incorporated empathy as a core leadership 
value, ensuring that leaders could connect more effectively with 
their teams, regardless of geographic or cultural differences.

Results:
•	 Over 22,000 employees enrolled in the first phase of the 

program, with a 200% increase in participation compared to 
the previous year.

•	 The initiative led to higher engagement among underrepre-
sented minorities and women, with participation rates ex-
ceeding company averages.

•	 The customized leadership approach enabled Salesforce to 
better support its diverse, global workforce, improving leader-
ship outcomes across various departments.
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Pitfall 3: Ignoring 
Leadership Styles and 
Cultural Fit

3

Overview:
Leadership is not one-size-fits-all, and neither are leadership 
styles. Many programs fail to recognize the diversity of leadership 
approaches that can exist within an organization, especially in global 
teams where cultural differences play a significant role.

Why This Matters:
Ignoring cultural fit or different leadership styles can result in a 
lack of buy-in from participants and lead to confusion in applying 
leadership techniques. Moreover, organizations risk promoting a 
“leadership monoculture,” where only one style of leadership is 
encouraged, stifling innovation and diversity of thought.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Understand Organizational Culture: Conduct an 			
	 organizational culture audit to understand the leadership 	
	 styles that already thrive within the company.
2.	 Incorporate Diversity in Leadership: Include training on 		
	 various leadership styles and how to apply them in different 	
	 cultural or situational contexts.
3.	 Train for Emotional Intelligence: Teach leaders to adapt 
	 their styles to different personalities and cultural norms 
	 within their teams.
4.	 Foster Inclusivity: Design programs that promote inclusive 	
	 leadership, which leverages the strengths of diverse teams.
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3
5.	 Measure Leadership Effectiveness Globally: Use global 	
	 assessments to determine the effectiveness of different 		
	 leadership styles across regions.

Case Study:
Unilever’s Global Leadership Program is an excellent case that 
highlights the company’s efforts to embrace leadership styles 
suitable for a diverse, global workforce.

Unilever operates in over 190 countries, and their leadership 
development programs are designed to foster both cultural 
intelligence and adaptability among leaders.

Case Details:  
Unilever implemented a leadership development strategy that 
recognized the importance of cultural fit in its leadership training.

Leaders were taught to navigate and respect the cultural 
nuances of the countries they operated in while maintaining the 
core values of Unilever. This global approach allowed Unilever 
to maintain consistency across regions while also fostering local 
leadership styles tailored to specific markets.

Unilever’s Leadership Competency Framework was streamlined, 
emphasizing cultural sensitivity and the need for leaders to 
embody a flexible leadership style that could resonate across 
different cultural contexts. This approach helped the company 
remain competitive while aligning leadership practices with its 
long-standing values of sustainability and community impact.
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3
Results:
•	 Increased Leadership Effectiveness: The program led to a 

notable increase in leadership satisfaction and effectiveness, 
particularly in emerging markets.

•	 Cultural Alignment: By promoting leadership styles that 
aligned with local cultures, Unilever saw improved employee 
engagement and performance across diverse regions.

•	 Cost Reduction: Streamlining leadership development helped 
Unilever reduce complexity and training costs across its 
global operations.
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4
Pitfall 4: Inadequate 
Program Evaluation and 
Metrics
Overview:
One of the biggest mistakes organizations make is not establishing 
clear metrics to evaluate the success of their leadership programs. 
Without data-driven insights, it’s nearly impossible to know whether 
the program is effective or where improvements are needed.

Why This Matters:
Without evaluation, leadership programs become a black hole of 
time and resources. The absence of accountability can result in 
poor program performance, with no clear understanding of how 
leadership development impacts business performance.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Define Success Early: Set clear metrics for success before 
	 the program begins, such as improved employee engagement,  
	 lower turnover, or business performance indicators.
2.	 Use Pre- and Post-Assessments: Conduct 360-degree 
	 reviews or leadership assessments before and after the 		
	 program to measure development.
3.	 Track Behavior Changes: Implement follow-up surveys and 	
	 reviews to track whether leaders apply what they’ve learned 
	 on the job.



18Avoiding the 20 Most Costly Pitfalls

4
4.	 Link Program Metrics to Business Outcomes: Ensure that 	
	 program success is measured in terms of real business 
	 impacts, such as revenue growth, innovation rates, or cost 	
	 savings.
5.	 Iterate Based on Data: Use the insights from evaluations to 	
	 make data-driven improvements to the program over time.

Case Study:
Google’s Project Oxygen serves as an example of how to rigor-
ously evaluate leadership development programs and their impact. 

Initially launched in 2008, Project Oxygen aimed to identify the 
key behaviors of effective managers. Google analyzed over 100 
variables using data from performance reviews, employee sur-
veys, and internal feedback mechanisms.

Key Outcomes of Project Oxygen:
1.	 Identification of Key Behaviors: Google identified eight key 

managerial behaviors that significantly correlated with higher 
team performance, satisfaction, and reduced employee turn-
over. These included behaviors like coaching, empowering 
teams, and clear communication. The eight key behaviors 
Google identified that made managers effective:

1.	 Be a good coach
2.	 Empower the team and avoid micromanaging
3.	 Show interest in team members’ success and well-being
4.	 Be productive and results-oriented
5.	 Be a good communicator
6.	 Help with career development
7.	 Have a clear vision and strategy
8.	 Possess key technical skills to guide the team
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4
By focusing on these traits, Google built a systematic way to 
measure managerial performance, aligning feedback mechanisms 
and training programs with these attributes. The outcomes were 
significant, showing measurable improvements in employee 
satisfaction, reduced turnover, and enhanced team performance​.

2.	 Actionable Feedback: The project incorporated upward 
feedback surveys to continuously evaluate managers based 
on these behaviors. Employees rated their managers anony-
mously on various factors, such as coaching and communica-
tion effectiveness. This data-driven approach allowed Google 
to refine its leadership training continuously. 

3.	 Improved Metrics: As a result of Project Oxygen, Google saw 
a 5% improvement in manager favorability ratings over the 
course of two years, as well as increases in employee satis-
faction and retention. More importantly, teams with managers 
who embodied these behaviors showed consistent improve-
ments in overall performance.
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5
Pitfall 5: Overemphasis  
on Classroom Training
Overview:
Many leadership programs rely too heavily on classroom-style 
training, which often fails to engage participants in meaningful, 
practical learning. While theoretical knowledge is important, 
leadership is a skill best developed through hands-on experience.

Why This Matters:
Classroom training can be passive, leading to low engagement 
and retention. Additionally, leadership challenges are highly 
contextual, and without real-world practice, leaders may struggle 
to apply theoretical concepts to actual workplace situations.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Incorporate Experiential Learning: Integrate real-world projects,  
	 simulations, and role-playing exercises into the program.
2.	 Create Opportunities for On-the-Job Learning: Encourage 
	 participants to take on leadership tasks or stretch 
	 assignments within their teams during the program.
3.	 Provide Mentorship and Coaching: Offer ongoing support 	
	 through coaching or mentoring to help leaders navigate 
	 real challenges.
4.	 Promote Peer Learning: Use group discussions, 
	 collaborative projects, and peer-to-peer feedback as part of 
	 the learning process.
5.	 Encourage Reflection: Build reflection time into the 
	 program so participants can think critically about how to 
	 apply what they’ve learned.
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5
Case Study:
General Electric (GE) recognized that traditional classroom 
training was insufficient to prepare its leaders for the 
complexities of real-world challenges.

To address this, GE implemented Action Learning, a hands-on 
approach where leaders work on real business issues while learning.

This method integrates learning directly into the business 
context, ensuring that leadership development is more practical 
and impactful.

A key element was GE’s Leadership, Innovation, and Growth 
(LIG) program, launched at their Crotonville leadership center. 
This program emphasized team- based training that aligned 
with business growth and innovation, moving away from purely 
theoretical classroom instruction.

Results:
•	 Increased pace of change management: LIG helped 

accelerate business transformations, particularly in entering 
emerging markets.

•	 Real-time application: Teams participating in action learning 
developed actionable plans during the training itself, leading 
to immediate implementation post-training.

•	 Cultural impact: The program fostered collaboration and 
alignment across business units, embedding leadership 
development into GE’s day-to-day operations.
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6
Pitfall 6: Neglecting the 
Importance of Follow-Up 
and Reinforcement
Overview:
Leadership programs often conclude after an intensive training 
session, leaving participants with little to no follow-up support. 
Without reinforcement, newly learned skills quickly fade and are less 
likely to be applied consistently in the workplace.

Why This Matters:
Reinforcement is crucial to long-term behavior change. When follow-
up support is lacking, leaders revert to their old habits, making 
the investment in development ineffective. Continual learning 
opportunities are necessary to cement new leadership behaviors.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Develop a Follow-Up Plan: Create a post-training roadmap 
	 that includes regular check-ins, additional resources, or 
	 further training.
2.	 Offer Ongoing Coaching: Provide one-on-one coaching 
	 sessions for participants to help them apply what  
	 they’ve learned.
3.	 Use Technology: Implement digital tools or platforms that 
	 allow for continued learning and on-the-job reminders.
4.	 Encourage Peer Accountability: Create peer groups or 
	 learning communities to support ongoing development 
	 and accountability.



23Avoiding the 20 Most Costly Pitfalls

6
5.	 Measure Long-Term Impact: Regularly assess the long-term 
	 effects of the program on leadership behaviors and 
	 business outcomes.

Case Study:
Deloitte understood that traditional, one-off leadership training 
sessions were insufficient to drive long-term behavior change. 
Deloitte’s leadership development strategy is an example of how 
follow-up and reinforcement are critical to the success of leader-
ship development programs. 

The Business Challenge: Leadership Development in a 
Dynamic Environment
As one of the largest professional services firms in the world, 
Deloitte faces unique leadership challenges due to the rapidly 
changing demands of the marketplace, constant client engage-
ment, and the need for innovation in service delivery. 

Their leadership development programs were aimed at cultivat-
ing skills such as strategic thinking, agility, and effective deci-
sion-making to address these evolving demands.

However, Deloitte recognized early on that without sustained 
follow-up and reinforcement, the training programs would not yield 
the long-term behavioral change necessary to meet the firm’s 
objectives. They needed to ensure that leadership skills were not 
only learned but also applied consistently and improved over time.

Deloitte’s Approach to Follow-Up and Reinforcement
1.	 Continuous Learning Culture

At the heart of Deloitte’s leadership development strategy is 
the creation of a continuous learning culture. Leadership pro-
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6
grams are designed not as one-time events but as ongoing 
journeys that require consistent reinforcement. Deloitte es-
tablished a blended learning approach that includes on-the-
job learning, coaching, peer mentoring, and formal learning to 
ensure that the development of leadership skills is reinforced 
long after the initial training sessions.

2.	 Personalized Learning Paths and Feedback Loops
Deloitte recognizes that leadership development is not a 
one-size-fits-all solution. As part of their reinforcement strat-
egy, Deloitte implemented personalized learning paths for 
leaders, tailored to individual roles, learning preferences, and 
business challenges. Leaders were encouraged to engage in 
periodic check-ins, peer learning sessions, and receive ongo-
ing feedback from mentors and managers.

By fostering feedback loops, Deloitte ensured that leaders 
received regular input on their performance and were able to 
refine their skills over time. This approach not only enhanced 
accountability but also reinforced key leadership behaviors in 
a real-world context.

3.	 Use of Technology for Continuous Reinforcement
Deloitte leveraged technology to make follow-up and rein-
forcement a seamless part of the learning journey. Through 
the use of digital learning platforms, leaders were provided 
with continuous learning opportunities, such as micro-learn-
ing modules, refresher content, and scenario-based simu-
lations, to reinforce key concepts. The integration of these 
platforms into their daily work routine allowed leaders to 
access the content at their convenience, reinforcing learning 
at the point of need.
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6
Moreover, Deloitte’s use of analytics to track learning prog-
ress and engagement provided valuable insights into the 
effectiveness of reinforcement efforts, allowing the company 
to continuously improve its approach.

4.	 Coaching and Mentorship Programs
To further support follow-up and reinforcement, Deloitte 
implemented a formalized coaching and mentorship pro-
gram. This program pairs leaders with experienced mentors 
and coaches who provide guidance on how to apply new-
ly acquired skills in real business scenarios. The coaching 
sessions focused on helping leaders reflect on their learning 
experiences, apply insights to current challenges, and receive 
ongoing support in their leadership development.

By ensuring that leaders had access to ongoing coaching, 
Deloitte created a reinforcement mechanism that helped so-
lidify new behaviors and skills over time.

The Results: Embedding Long-Term Behavioral Change
1.	 Increased Leadership Effectiveness: Leaders who participated 

in the reinforced learning programs demonstrated higher lev-
els of strategic decision-making, agility, and the ability to lead 
through complex challenges. By embedding follow-up mecha-
nisms, Deloitte ensured that these skills were consistently ap-
plied in the workplace, leading to tangible business outcomes. 

2.	 Higher Engagement and Retention: Through the implemen-
tation of personalized learning paths, Deloitte saw increased 
engagement in leadership programs. Leaders were more 
invested in their personal growth, which also had a positive 
impact on overall employee retention.
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6
3.	 Measurable Business Impact: By aligning leadership de-

velopment with business strategy and ensuring continuous 
reinforcement, Deloitte was able to directly link leadership 
development to improved business performance. Leadership 
programs were seen as critical to driving business growth 
and innovation across the organization. 

4.	 Improved Learning Culture: The focus on continuous learn-
ing and reinforcement contributed to a cultural shift within 
Deloitte, where learning and development became a natural 
part of daily operations. Leaders not only embraced their own 
development but also fostered learning within their teams, 
creating a ripple effect throughout the organization.

As a solution, they embedded a follow-up mechanism into their 
programs, ensuring that leaders not only received training but 
also participated in ongoing coaching and feedback sessions. 
This approach helps reinforce new skills, encouraging leaders to 
apply what they’ve learned in real-world situations.

Their Leadership Excellence program at Deloitte University ex-
emplifies this approach.

It includes action-based learning, real-time simulations, and multi-
ple touch points for feedback and reinforcement. 

This follow-up system ensures that leadership development is 
continuous and not confined to a one-time event. Regular check-
ins, performance reviews, and coaching sessions help to embed 
leadership skills more deeply within the organization.

Deloitte’s emphasis on consistent feedback and reinforcement 
has been key to improving leadership effectiveness, resulting in 
more engaged and successful leaders across the organization.
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7
Pitfall 7: Neglecting 
Succession Planning
Overview:
Leadership programs should not only focus on current leaders but 
also prepare organizations for the future. Neglecting succession 
planning within a leadership development program can leave a 
company vulnerable when key leaders retire or move on.

Why This Matters:
Without a clear succession plan, organizations face disruptions 
in leadership continuity, which can hinder growth and stability. 
Leadership development programs that fail to include succession 
planning risks failing to cultivate the next generation of leaders.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Integrate Succession Planning: Build succession planning 
	 into the leadership program from the start, identifying 
	 potential future leaders early.
2.	 Identify High Potentials: Use assessments to identify 
	 employees with the potential to grow into leadership roles.
3.	 Develop a Leadership Pipeline: Create a clear, structured 
	 path for future leaders to follow, with defined 
	 development stages.
4.	 Cross-Train Leaders: Ensure leaders are trained across 
	 multiple functions to increase their versatility.
5.	 Monitor Progress: Regularly evaluate the progress of high 
	 potential employees to ensure they are on track to assume 
	 leadership roles when needed.		
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7
Case Study:
Procter & Gamble’s “Build from Within” program is an example of 
an effective succession planning strategy. 

P&G’s approach emphasizes developing leaders from within the 
organization, ensuring that a pipeline of future leaders is always 
ready to step into key roles.

Case Details:
P&G’s succession planning is built on the principle of internal 
promotion. According to their CEO, A.G. Lafley, the company 
ensures that each of its top 50 leadership roles has at least three 
potential successors lined up at any given time. 

This structured approach to leadership development starts from 
entry-level positions, where new hires are closely monitored and 
mentored to prepare for future leadership roles. They undergo reg-
ular talent reviews, and their performance is tracked meticulously to 
identify high-potential employees who can move up in the company.

The Build from Within philosophy not only creates a strong lead-
ership pipeline but also fosters employee loyalty, as P&G rarely 
hires senior leaders from outside the company.

Results:
•	 Leadership Continuity: P&G’s methodical approach ensures 

a seamless transition during leadership changes, reducing 
disruptions in business operations.

•	 High Employee Retention: The strong internal development 
program boosts employee loyalty and retention by providing 
clear career growth opportunities.

•	 Global Leadership Readiness: By preparing leaders to work 
in different countries and roles, P&G builds a versatile leader-
ship team capable of handling global business challenges.
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8
Pitfall 8: Relying Solely on 
Internal Trainers
Overview:
While internal trainers can provide valuable organizational context, 
relying exclusively on them may limit the diversity of perspectives 
and expertise brought into the leadership program. External experts 
can provide fresh insights, best practices, and new methodologies.

Why This Matters:
A lack of external perspectives can result in insular thinking and 
limit innovation within leadership development. External trainers 
often bring cutting-edge research, diverse industry experiences, 
and proven methods that can enhance program quality.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Balance Internal and External Expertise: Use a 
	 combination of internal trainers who know the company and 
	 external experts who bring fresh perspectives.
2.	 Vet External Trainers Thoroughly: Ensure that external 
	 trainers align with the company’s values and understand its 
	 unique challenges.
3.	 Incorporate Industry Best Practices: Leverage external 
	 trainers to introduce global leadership trends and industry 
	 best practices.
4.	 Promote Collaboration: Encourage collaboration between 
	 internal and external trainers to create a cohesive program.
5.	 Seek External Certifications: Partner with accredited 
	 organizations to offer leadership certifications that provide 	
	 participants with recognized credentials.
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Case Study:
Amazon recognized that relying solely on internal trainers could 
limit the breadth of leadership development, therefore Amazon 
introduced a mix of internal and external learning resources to cul-
tivate leadership skills across various levels of the organization.

Case Details:
Amazon has implemented programs such as the “Escape 
Velocity” program for vice presidents and directors. 

This three-day onboarding immersion includes leadership lessons 
from senior leaders and emphasizes adapting to Amazon’s unique 
culture, including customer obsession and long-term thinking. 

Additionally, Amazon leverages external experts to supplement its 
internal training efforts, ensuring leaders gain a broader perspec-
tive and external insights to drive innovation and performance.

Career Choice is another significant initiative where Amazon not 
only invests in employees’ professional development within the 
company but also provides external certifications and degrees, 
particularly in fast-growing fields like IT and healthcare. This mixed 
training approach allows Amazon to address skill gaps in leadership 
while maintaining alignment with the company’s strategic goals.

Results:
•	 Employee Retention and Growth: Amazon’s blended approach 

has improved both retention and internal promotion rates, as 
employees are more likely to stay and grow with the company.

•	 Agility and Innovation: By integrating external perspec-
tives with internal development, Amazon leaders are better 
equipped to innovate and respond.
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Pitfall 9: Inconsistent 
Leadership Messaging 
Across Programs
Overview:
A common problem in leadership development is inconsistency 
in messaging, where different parts of the organization receive 
conflicting or uncoordinated leadership training. This inconsistency 
can confuse participants and lead to fragmented leadership styles, 
undermining overall leadership effectiveness.

Why This Matters:
When leadership development programs do not deliver 
consistent messages, leaders may adopt different values, 
principles, and leadership behaviors, leading to misalignment. 
This inconsistency can create confusion among teams, negatively 
affect collaboration, and dilute the impact of leadership across 
the organization.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Standardize Core Principles: Establish a core set of 
	 leadership values and principles that all leadership 
	 programs should reinforce.
2.	 Ensure Cross-Department Collaboration: Coordinate 
	 with different departments to ensure leadership messaging 
	 is consistent across teams and geographies.
3.	 Create Centralized Guidelines: Develop centralized 
	 leadership development guidelines that can be adapted but 
	 not altered fundamentally.
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4.	 Communicate with Stakeholders: Regularly communicate 
	 the overarching leadership vision to ensure alignment 
	 across all leadership levels.
5.	 Regular Audits: Periodically review leadership programs for 
	 consistency and update where necessary.

Case Study:
IBM faced the challenge of ensuring consistent leadership mes-
saging across its global workforce, which spans multiple coun-
tries and cultures. 

To address this, IBM revamped its Basic Blue for New Leaders 
(BBNL) program in collaboration with Herrmann International.

Case Details:
IBM’s BBNL program is designed to align leadership devel-
opment with consistent messaging and behaviors across its 
global workforce. 

The program incorporated Whole Brain® Thinking and an inno-
vative learning approach that blends asynchronous and synchro-
nous learning through virtual platforms and in-person sessions. 

This solution allowed IBM to significantly reduce face-to-face 
training time while enhancing the overall effectiveness of its 
leadership program.
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Key components of the program include:
•	 Simulation-based learning, where leaders engage with tools 

like the Thinking Accelerator™, focusing on cognitive diversity 
to improve decision-making and communication.

•	 The integration of technology to deliver leadership content 
consistently, ensuring that leaders around the world receive 
the same core messages, regardless of their location. 

Results:
•	 The BBNL program achieved a 92% satisfaction rate from 

participants in virtual ramp-up activities.
•	 96% of participants found the learning relevant to their lead-

ership roles, and 100% agreed that the program’s tools were 
valuable for their leadership development.

•	 By maintaining consistent messaging through this program, 
IBM has effectively fostered a unified leadership approach 
across different regions, contributing to stronger alignment 
with organizational goals.
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Pitfall 10: Failure to 
Address Emotional 
Intelligence
Overview:
Leadership programs often focus on technical or strategic skills but 
fail to address emotional intelligence (EQ), which is critical for effective 
leadership. Without EQ training, leaders may struggle to manage 
relationships, navigate team dynamics, or lead with empathy.

Why This Matters:
Emotional intelligence is increasingly recognized as a key driver 
of leadership success. Leaders who lack EQ may face challenges 
in motivating teams, resolving conflicts, and fostering an 
inclusive work environment. Failing to develop EQ can limit the 
effectiveness of even the most technically proficient leaders.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Include EQ Assessments: Incorporate emotional 
	 intelligence assessments in the leadership program to help 
	 leaders understand their current EQ levels.
2.	 Focus on Self-Awareness: Teach leaders how to be more 
	 self-aware, recognizing their emotional triggers and how to 
	 manage them.
3.	 Teach Empathy and Active Listening: Provide specific 
	 training on how to listen actively and empathize with 
	 team members.
4.	 Practice Conflict Resolution: Use role-playing scenarios to 
	 help leaders navigate emotionally charged situations with 
	 tact and understanding.
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5.	 Monitor EQ Growth: Conduct follow-up assessments to 
	 measure growth in emotional intelligence over time.

Case Study:
PepsiCo recognized the importance of addressing EI in their 
leadership development programs to enhance leadership ca-
pabilities and improve overall organizational performance. By 
integrating emotional intelligence training into their leadership 
model, PepsiCo was able to foster a culture of empathy, trust, 
and high performance.

The Business Challenge:
Enhancing Leadership Effectiveness Through EI As a global 
corporation, PepsiCo operates in a highly dynamic and compet-
itive environment. The company’s leadership was tasked with 
navigating complex challenges such as managing diverse teams, 
fostering innovation, and maintaining strong employee engage-
ment across a wide range of geographic regions. PepsiCo recog-
nized that technical skills alone were insufficient for its leaders to 
succeed in this environment.

The company identified a gap in its leadership model: many lead-
ers lacked the emotional intelligence needed to build strong inter-
personal relationships, navigate conflict, and inspire their teams. 
PepsiCo’s leaders needed to be able to manage their own emo-
tions and respond effectively to the emotions of others to create a 
more connected, motivated, and high-performing workforce. 
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PepsiCo’s Approach to Emotional Intelligence

1.	 Leadership Development Focused on EI Competencies
PepsiCo made emotional intelligence a core component of 
its leadership development programs. The company worked 
with renowned experts in the field of emotional intelligence, 
such as Daniel Goleman, to design training modules that fo-
cused on developing key EI competencies:

•	 Self-Awareness: Leaders were trained to develop great-
er awareness of their own emotions, strengths, weak-
nesses, and how these impact their interactions with 
others.

•	 Self-Regulation: Emotional regulation techniques were 
taught to help leaders manage stress, remain calm un-
der pressure, and respond thoughtfully rather than react 
impulsively.

•	 Empathy: Leaders were encouraged to develop the abil-
ity to understand and share the feelings of others, fos-
tering deeper connections and trust within their teams.

•	 Social Skills: Interpersonal skills were emphasized, 
helping leaders to communicate more effectively, 
manage conflict, and build strong relationships across 
the organization. 

2.	 Embedding EI into the Leadership Model
PepsiCo’s leadership model was updated to explicitly incor-
porate emotional intelligence as a critical success factor. 
Leaders were evaluated not only on their business perfor-
mance but also on their ability to demonstrate emotional 
intelligence in their interactions with peers, subordinates, 
and clients.
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To ensure consistency across the organization, PepsiCo inte-
grated EI competencies into its leadership assessment and 
feedback processes. Leaders received 360-degree feedback 
that included evaluations of their emotional intelligence from 
team members, peers, and supervisors. This helped leaders 
understand how their EI skills were perceived by others and 
provided actionable insights for improvement. 

3.	 Coaching and Mentorship Programs
To support the development of emotional intelligence, Pepsi-
Co implemented a robust coaching and mentorship program. 
Leaders were paired with experienced coaches who provided 
personalized guidance on how to enhance their EI competen-
cies in real-world situations. Mentorship was also used to help 
leaders learn from their peers who had demonstrated strong 
emotional intelligence in their own leadership roles. 

4.	 Ongoing EI Reinforcement through Training
PepsiCo’s commitment to emotional intelligence was not lim-
ited to one-time training sessions. The company recognized 
that developing EI is a continuous process that requires rein-
forcement over time. To this end, PepsiCo integrated EI training 
into its ongoing leadership development programs. Leaders 
participated in regular workshops, seminars, and interactive 
sessions designed to deepen their EI skills and apply them to 
new challenges as they progressed in their careers. 

5.	 Creating a Culture of Emotional Intelligence
PepsiCo’s leadership understood that for emotional intelli-
gence to truly take hold, it had to become a part of the com-
pany’s culture. To foster this culture, PepsiCo encouraged 
leaders to model emotionally intelligent behavior in their day-
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to-day interactions. This included demonstrating empathy, 
actively listening to employees, and creating a psychological-
ly safe environment where team members felt comfortable 
sharing their ideas and concerns.

The Results: 
PepsiCo’s emphasis on emotional intelligence yielded significant 
benefits for both leadership and organizational performance: 

1.	 Improved Leadership Effectiveness: Leaders who partic-
ipated in EI development programs demonstrated greater 
self-awareness, empathy, and interpersonal skills. These lead-
ers were better equipped to manage diverse teams, resolve 
conflicts, and foster collaboration, leading to improved team 
performance and innovation.

2.	 Enhanced Employee Engagement and Retention: By fos-
tering emotionally intelligent leaders, PepsiCo created a 
more supportive and inclusive work environment. Employees 
reported feeling more valued, heard, and understood by their 
leaders, resulting in higher levels of engagement, job satis-
faction, and retention.

3.	 Stronger Collaboration Across Teams: Emotional intelli-
gence helped break down silos and improve communication 
between different teams and departments. Leaders with 
strong EI skills were able to build trust and rapport across 
the organization, facilitating greater collaboration and knowl-
edge sharing.

4.	 Positive Impact on Organizational Culture: PepsiCo’s com-
mitment to emotional intelligence helped shape a culture of 
openness, empathy, and psychological safety. This culture not 
only improved employee well-being but also contributed to a 
more resilient and adaptable workforce.
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Pitfall 11: Overlooking 
the Role of Middle 
Management
Overview:
Leadership programs often focus on senior leaders or entry-level 
managers, neglecting the critical role of middle management. 
Middle managers serve as the bridge between senior leadership 
and frontline employees, and their development is crucial for 
organizational success.

Why This Matters:
Middle managers are often responsible for implementing 
the strategic vision of senior leaders, but without proper 
development, they may lack the skills to execute effectively. 
Overlooking middle managers can result in poor communication, 
misaligned goals, and ineffective team leadership.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Design Targeted Programs: Create specific leadership 
	 development programs that address the unique challenges 
	 and responsibilities of middle management.
2.	 Emphasize Communication Skills: Teach middle 
	 managers how to effectively communicate strategic goals 
	 to frontline employees.
3.	 Develop Change Management Skills: Provide training on 
	 managing change and helping teams adapt to new 
	 initiatives or directives.
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4.	 Foster Leadership Accountability: Ensure that middle 
	 managers understand their role in driving organizational 
	 success and holding their teams accountable.
5.	 Create Cross-Functional Learning Opportunities: 
	 Encourage middle managers to collaborate with peers in 
	 other departments to broaden their leadership 
	 perspectives.

Case Study:
Siemens acknowledged the pivotal role of middle managers in 
ensuring that strategic goals are effectively implemented. 

Case Details: 
To address this, Siemens worked in partnership with SuccessFac-
tors on the 4Success program, which integrates talent manage-
ment with business execution through cloud-based technology. 

The focus was on providing middle managers with the tools 
and systems necessary to align their efforts with global com-
pany strategies.

The Leadership Program for Middle Management at Siemens 
was designed to enhance the decision-making and leadership 
skills of managers, with an emphasis on communication, collabo-
ration, and accountability. 

The program focused on:
1.	 Developing leadership competencies that are crucial for 

driving performance in decentralized and matrixed organiza-
tions like Siemens.

2.	 Providing real-time, scalable leadership training through 
cloud-based learning systems, allowing Siemens to deploy 
consistent leadership messaging globally.
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Results:
•	 The program reached 400,000 employees across 80 coun-

tries, with leaders reporting a 30% increase in productivity 
after implementing the new training models.

•	 Siemens’ cloud-based approach enabled faster implementa-
tion times and cost savings, allowing for a seamless rollout 
across different regions.

•	 Feedback from participants indicated significant improve-
ments in leadership behaviors, especially around strategic 
alignment and operational efficiency, leading to stronger 
team performance and higher engagement.
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Pitfall 12: Inadequate 
Focus on Diversity and 
Inclusion
Overview:
Many leadership programs fail to incorporate diversity, equity, 
and inclusion (DEI) as a core element, leading to homogenous 
leadership pipelines and cultures that do not value diverse 
perspectives. This oversight limits innovation and can negatively 
affect team morale and performance.

Why This Matters:
Organizations that lack diversity at the leadership level miss 
out on the benefits of varied perspectives, which are crucial for 
problem-solving, creativity, and understanding diverse customer 
bases. Furthermore, without inclusive leadership training, leaders 
may unintentionally perpetuate biases or fail to foster an inclusive 
work environment.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Integrate DEI into Core Curriculum: Ensure that diversity, 
	 equity, and inclusion are fundamental components of the 
	 leadership development program.
2.	 Promote Inclusive Leadership Skills: Train leaders to be 
	 aware of unconscious bias and to foster an inclusive culture 
	 where diverse voices are heard and valued.
3.	 Use Diverse Case Studies: Incorporate case studies that 
	 highlight the successes of diverse teams and leaders.
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4.	 Set DEI Metrics: Measure the impact of leadership 
	 development programs on the diversity and inclusiveness 
	 of leadership pipelines.
5.	 Create Safe Spaces for Discussion: Encourage open 
	 dialogue about diversity and inclusion in leadership training 
	 sessions to promote awareness and growth.

Case Study:
Intel made significant progress toward achieving greater rep-
resentation and inclusivity across its workforce by embedding 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DE&I) goals into all aspects of its 
business and leadership development programs.

Case Details:
Intel’s DE&I efforts are driven by several key programs, includ-
ing its Diversity in Technology Initiative. Launched in 2015, the 
initiative set aggressive goals to achieve full representation of 
women and underrepresented minorities in its U.S. workforce 
by 2020. 

Intel has focused heavily on building leadership accountability 
for diversity, ensuring that DE&I metrics are integrated into lead-
ership performance evaluations. Leaders are expected to meet 
specific diversity targets, with the understanding that inclusivity 
fosters innovation and contributes to Intel’s business success.

In addition, Intel launched the Alliance for Global Inclusion, part-
nering with major corporations like Snap Inc. and Dell Technol-
ogies, to advance shared diversity goals across four key areas: 
leadership representation, inclusive product development, pipe-
line and talent acquisition, and social impact.
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Results:
•	 Intel reached full representation of underrepresented groups 

in its U.S. workforce in 2020, a key milestone of the Diversity 
in Technology Initiative.

•	 The company saw an increase in leadership diversity, with 
41% of senior leadership positions filled by women and un-
derrepresented minorities.

•	 The success of Intel’s program has positioned it as a leader 
in diversity and inclusion, demonstrating the direct impact of 
inclusive leadership on innovation and business outcomes.
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Pitfall 13: Neglecting 
Virtual Leadership 
Development
Overview:
With the rise of remote and hybrid work environments, many 
leadership programs fail to address the unique challenges of 
leading virtual teams. Traditional in-person leadership techniques 
may not translate effectively to remote settings.

Why This Matters:
Leaders need to develop new skills for managing distributed 
teams, fostering virtual collaboration, and maintaining 
team morale in a remote environment. Ignoring virtual 
leadership development can lead to disengaged teams, poor 
communication, and decreased productivity.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Include Virtual Leadership Skills: Provide specific 
	 training on leading remote and hybrid teams, with a focus 
	 on communication, trust-building, and collaboration.
2.	 Use Virtual Tools Effectively: Train leaders on how to use 
	 virtual collaboration tools effectively to keep teams 
	 engaged and productive.
3.	 Encourage Flexibility: Teach leaders how to manage 
	 different working styles and time zones in a virtual 
	 environment.
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4.	 Promote Team Connectivity: Provide strategies for 
	 maintaining team culture and fostering strong relationships, 
	 even when working remotely.
5.	 Assess Virtual Leadership Competence: Use 360-degree 
	 feedback and virtual assessments to gauge a leader’s 
	 effectiveness in a remote setting.

Case Study:
GitLab as one of the largest fully remote organizations, devel-
oped leadership practices centered around asynchronous com-
munication and transparent, documented processes, which are 
crucial for maintaining efficiency in a distributed workforce.

Case Details:
GitLab’s leadership focuses on ensuring that all team members, 
including managers, can thrive in a fully remote environment. 
One of their key initiatives is their All-Remote Leadership Course, 
launched in collaboration with Coursera. 

This course provides in-depth training on how to manage remote 
teams effectively, covering essential topics like creating remote 
work strategies, managing time across multiple time zones, and 
building and sustaining a remote-first culture.

GitLab emphasizes asynchronous communication, which allows 
team members to work across different time zones without 
needing to be online simultaneously. Their handbook-first policy 
ensures that all information is documented and easily accessible, 
reducing dependency on real-time meetings and fostering inde-
pendence among team members.
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Results:
•	 GitLab’s approach has allowed the company to scale to more 

than 2,100 employees across 60 countries without needing 
physical office space.

•	 Their emphasis on clear, documented processes has led to 
increased productivity and reduced the inefficiencies associ-
ated with hybrid or traditional in-person work models.

•	 GitLab has also been recognized as a leader in remote work, 
receiving accolades such as being named one of Inc. Maga-
zine’s Best Workplaces and achieving a high culture score on 
platforms like Comparably.
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Pitfall 14: Underestimating 
the Importance of 
Feedback Loops
Overview:
Effective leadership programs rely on continuous feedback to 
improve and adapt. Failing to build structured feedback loops 
into the leadership development process limits opportunities for 
program improvement and individual growth.

Why This Matters:
Without feedback, leadership programs risk becoming stagnant, 
failing to address the evolving needs of the business and 
its leaders. Regular feedback ensures that programs remain 
relevant and that participants receive the guidance needed to 
improve their leadership behaviors.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Create Formal Feedback Mechanisms: Design regular 
	 feedback loops within the program, including participant 
	 surveys, peer reviews, and facilitator assessments.
2.	 Use 360-Degree Feedback: Provide leaders with 
	 360-degree feedback to help them understand how they 
	 are perceived by peers, direct reports, and supervisors.
3.	 Act on Feedback: Incorporate feedback into program 
	 improvements and demonstrate to participants that their 
	 input is valued.
4.	 Encourage Self-Reflection: Teach leaders to regularly self 
	 assess and seek feedback from their teams to grow continuously.
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5.	 Monitor Program Outcomes: Track key performance 
	 indicators (KPIs) related to leadership effectiveness and 
	 business outcomes to ensure the program is driving 
	 measurable improvements.

Case Study:
Netflix developed a unique approach to continuous feedback 
and performance management.

Case Details:
Netflix shifted away from traditional annual performance reviews 
to adopt a 360-degree feedback model. 

This feedback system is frequent, informal, and transparent. 
Initially, feedback was anonymous, but over time, the company 
moved towards signed, face-to-face feedback. 

Netflix encourages employees to provide direct feedback to their 
peers and managers, ensuring that employees receive consis-
tent and actionable input. This approach is designed to foster a 
culture of openness and accountability, where feedback is used 
to continuously improve performance.

Additionally, Netflix implemented the “Keeper Test”, where man-
agers are asked whether they would fight to keep a particular 
employee if that person were considering leaving. This process 
keeps performance standards high and ensures that only the 
most valued employees are retained. 
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Results:
•	 The 360-degree feedback system and transparent culture 

have contributed to higher employee engagement and con-
tinuous performance improvement.

•	 This approach helps managers and teams make more in-
formed decisions, contributing to greater team cohesion and 
innovation.

•	 By aligning feedback with real-time performance and expec-
tations, Netflix has cultivated a high-performing, dynamic 
workforce that thrives on trust and transparency.
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Pitfall 15: Mismanaging 
Cross-Generational 
Leadership Development
Overview:
Leadership programs often fail to address the diverse needs 
of a multigenerational workforce. With Baby Boomers, Gen X, 
Millennials, and Gen Z all in the workforce, leadership development 
must be tailored to meet the expectations, values, and work styles 
of each generation.

Why This Matters:
Leaders need to be equipped to manage teams that span 
multiple generations, each with different communication 
preferences, motivational drivers, and leadership expectations. 
Failing to address these differences can lead to generational 
divides, misunderstandings, and disengagement.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Provide Training on Generational Differences: Help 
	 leaders understand the distinct needs and motivations of 
	 each generation in the workforce.
2.	 Teach Adaptive Leadership: Encourage leaders to adapt 
	 their communication and management styles to effectively 
	 engage different generations.
3.	 Foster Intergenerational Collaboration: Use leadership 
	 development programs to promote collaboration and 
	 knowledge-sharing across generational lines.
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4.	 Offer Multi-Generational Mentorship: Create mentorship 
	 programs that pair leaders and employees from different 
	 generations to encourage mutual learning.
5.	 Track Engagement Across Generations: Use engagement 
	 surveys and other metrics to assess whether leadership 
	 practices resonate with employees of all generations.

Case Study:
Deloitte’s NextGen Leaders Program and broader leadership 
strategies, address the challenges of managing a multigenera-
tional workforce.

Case Details:
Deloitte’s 2020 Global Human Capital Trends reported that only 
6% of leaders felt fully prepared to manage a multigenerational 
workforce, highlighting the importance of initiatives like the Next-
Gen program.

Deloitte’s NextGen Leaders Program is designed to develop 
leadership skills across a diverse range of professionals from 
different generations. Recognizing that generational differences 
impact how employees learn, work, and lead, Deloitte has imple-
mented a tailored leadership development approach that em-
phasizes personalized experiences. This ensures that leadership 
training is adaptable to the varying needs of employees, from 
Baby Boomers to Generation Z.

By focusing on customized leadership paths, Deloitte enables 
its leaders to thrive in a multigenerational workforce, equipping 
them with the necessary tools to foster collaboration across 
age groups. 
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The program is also immersive, giving participants hands-on ex-
perience with real-world business challenges, helping to bridge 
the gap between different generational mindsets.

Results:
•	 The program has produced hundreds of successful leaders 

who have progressed into senior management roles, creating 
a robust talent pipeline within the firm.

•	 Through targeted leadership development, Deloitte has cre-
ated a more cohesive and inclusive culture, allowing leaders 
from various generations to collaborate effectively.
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Pitfall 16: Ignoring 
the Importance of 
Psychological Safety
Overview:
Psychological safety is the belief that team members feel safe to 
take risks and express their thoughts without fear of punishment or 
humiliation. Many leadership programs neglect to emphasize the 
importance of creating a psychologically safe work environment.

Why This Matters:
When leaders do not foster psychological safety, teams may 
become risk-averse, innovation may stagnate, and employees 
may be reluctant to share ideas or concerns. In high-performing 
teams, psychological safety is a key factor in fostering trust, 
collaboration, and creativity.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Teach Leaders to Build Trust: Emphasize the importance 
	 of trust in leadership and train leaders to create open, 
	 honest communication channels.
2.	 Encourage Risk-Taking: Promote a culture where mistakes 
	 are viewed as learning opportunities rather than failures.
3.	 Model Vulnerability: Encourage leaders to model 
	 vulnerability by admitting their own mistakes and asking 
	 for feedback.
4.	 Monitor Team Dynamics: Regularly assess team dynamics 
	 to ensure that psychological safety is maintained.
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5.	 Address Toxic Behaviors: Train leaders to identify and 
	 address behaviors that undermine psychological safety, 
	 such as bullying or exclusion.

Case Study:
Google’s Project Aristotle
In 2012, Google set out to understand what makes teams effective. 

The company launched Project Aristotle, a research initiative aimed 
at identifying the key factors behind team performance. Google was 
already known for its data-driven approach to business problems.  
With Project Aristotle, they applied the same rigor to uncover what 
differentiated high-performing teams from the rest.

The research team at Google reviewed academic studies and 
conducted hundreds of interviews with employees to assess 
various team dynamics. They studied over 180 teams across the 
company, both high- and low-performing, and analyzed factors 
such as individual talent, team size, and leadership styles. 

However, none of these factors alone could explain why some 
teams thrived and others struggled.

Key Findings of Project Aristotle:
The most significant finding was that psychological safety was 
the common thread in the highest-performing teams. Further 
details include:

1.	 Psychological Safety: The ability to freely express ideas with-
out fear of being judged was crucial. Teams with higher levels 
of psychological safety were more likely to innovate, collabo-
rate, and address complex challenges.
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2.	 Dependability: Teams with reliable members who consistent-

ly delivered on time and met their expectations were also 
high-performing.

3.	 Structure and Clarity: Teams that had clearly defined roles, 
plans, and goals performed better than those that lacked clarity.

4.	 Meaning of Work: Teams that worked on projects they found 
personally meaningful and felt they were contributing to 
something larger were more effective.

5.	 Impact of Work: Teams that understood how their work con-
tributed to the company’s overall success were more engaged.

The Results:
•	 The results of Project Aristotle had a profound impact on 

how Google managed its teams. After the study, Google took 
steps to ensure that psychological safety was emphasized in 
team settings. 

•	 This included training managers and team leaders on how to 
create environments that foster open communication, trust, 
and respect. 

•	 They introduced a set of guidelines to help leaders encour-
age psychological safety, including actively soliciting team 
members’ opinions, recognizing contributions, and address-
ing conflict in a productive manner.

•	 By making psychological safety a priority, Google saw im-
proved collaboration, higher engagement, and increased per-
formance across its teams. The research also sparked a wider 
conversation about the role of psychological safety in driving 
team success, influencing practices beyond Google’s walls.
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Pitfall 17: Lack of 
Leadership Accountability
Overview:
Leadership programs that fail to hold participants accountable for 
applying what they’ve learned often see little real-world impact. 
Without accountability, leaders may complete the program but fail to 
change their behaviors or improve their leadership effectiveness.

Why This Matters:
Accountability ensures that leaders put their new skills into prac-
tice and continue to develop after the program ends. Without 
it, organizations may invest heavily in leadership development 
without seeing the corresponding return on investment (ROI).

Action Checklist:
1.	 Set Clear Expectations: Establish specific goals and 
	 expectations for leaders to achieve during and after  
	 the program.
2.	 Use Post-Program Assessments: Conduct follow-up 
	 assessments to measure whether leaders are applying what 
	 they’ve learned.
3.	 Involve Direct Reports: Encourage leaders’ teams to 
	 provide feedback on the leader’s progress and development.
4.	 Reward Accountability: Recognize and reward leaders who 
	 demonstrate consistent application of their new skills.
5.	 Create Ongoing Development Plans: Help leaders develop 
	 personalized action plans for continuous improvement after 
	 the program ends.
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Case Study:
Johnson & Johnson’s Leadership Accountability Program 
focused on enhancing leadership accountability, particularly 
through diversity and inclusion (DE&I) initiatives.

Case Study Overview: Johnson & Johnson implemented a lead-
ership accountability program emphasizing individual responsi-
bility to drive key outcomes in diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

This program embeds DE&I goals directly into the annual per-
formance evaluations of all managers. 

Leaders are held accountable not only for their individual team 
performance but also for how well they promote diversity and 
inclusion within their departments. By leveraging workforce 
data, Johnson & Johnson gained greater visibility into the hiring 
and talent development processes, enabling them to track DE&I 
progress in real time.

Results:
•	 Increased DE&I Metrics: By holding leaders accountable 

through performance goals, J&J saw substantial 
improvements in diversity metrics across the organization.

•	 Leadership Engagement: A clear shift toward more inclusive 
leadership practices, with managers reporting stronger 
commitments to achieving DE&I objectives.

•	 Cultural Change: The program also fostered a culture of 
transparency and accountability, which helped to align 
leadership actions with the company’s long-term values of 
diversity and inclusion.
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Pitfall 18: Failing to Adapt 
to Rapid Industry Changes
Overview:
Leadership programs that remain static and fail to adapt to rapid 
industry changes can quickly become outdated. Leaders must be 
equipped to navigate disruption, technological advancements, 
and evolving market conditions.

Why This Matters:
In today’s fast-paced business environment, organizations 
need leaders who can respond quickly to change. A leadership 
program that fails to stay current with industry trends or 
technological advancements may leave leaders ill-prepared to 
face new challenges.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Stay Informed on Industry Trends: Ensure that leadership 
	 program content is regularly updated to reflect the latest 
	 industry trends and challenges.
2.	 Incorporate Agility Training: Train leaders to embrace 
	 change, be flexible, and pivot when necessary.
3.	 Use Real-Time Case Studies: Incorporate recent case 
	 studies that illustrate how companies have successfully 
	 navigated industry disruptions.
4.	 Promote Continuous Learning: Encourage leaders to adopt 
	 a mindset of lifelong learning and provide resources for 
	 ongoing professional development.
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5.	 Evaluate Program Relevance: Regularly review and revise  
	 the leadership program to ensure it addresses current and 
	 emerging challenges.

Case Study:
Adobe’s Leadership Agility Training for Disruption involved 
equipping its leaders to be agile and adaptable to disruptions in 
the rapidly evolving digital landscape, particularly in the wake of 
technological changes and acquisitions.

Key Approach: 
Adobe implemented the Adobe Leadership Experience (ALE) 
and Adobe Business Leadership (ABL) programs. 

These initiatives aimed to build a flexible, agile leadership team 
that could handle market disruptions. Adobe worked with exter-
nal partners, such as the Haas School of Business at UC Berke-
ley, to design programs that included:

1.	 360-degree evaluations for leadership candidates.
2.	 Intensive training sessions focused on key areas such as 

strategy, finance, marketing, and leading global teams.
3.	 Action learning components where participants tackled real 

business challenges.

Through these programs, Adobe was able to develop leaders 
who could not only navigate internal transitions but also stay 
ahead of industry changes. Adobe continuously updates these 
programs to ensure that they are aligned with its strategic needs 
and market shifts.
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18
Results: 
Adobe’s agility and leadership training have resulted in:

•	 A lower-than-industry attrition rate.
•	 Higher internal promotion rates.
•	 Enhanced lateral mobility across teams.
•	 Adobe’s stock performance and innovation initiatives have 

also demonstrated strong returns, positioning the company 
as a leader in digital media and marketing solutions.
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19
Pitfall 19: Overemphasis 
on Hard Skills
Overview:
Leadership development programs often focus too heavily 
on hard skills such as strategic planning, financial acumen, 
or technical expertise, while neglecting soft skills like 
communication, empathy, and team-building.

Why This Matters:
While hard skills are important, leaders need a balance of hard 
and soft skills to be effective. Overemphasizing technical abilities 
can lead to leaders who are less adept at managing people, 
building strong teams, or fostering a positive work environment.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Balance Hard and Soft Skills: Ensure the program includes 
	 training on both hard and soft leadership skills.
2.	 Teach Active Listening and Communication: Provide 
	 specific training on communication, including active 
	 listening and giving feedback.
3.	 Foster Emotional Intelligence: Help leaders develop 
	 emotional intelligence to better understand and manage 
	 their teams.
4.	 Promote Team-Building: Include exercises and activities 
	 that strengthen team dynamics and collaboration.
5.	 Assess Soft Skills: Use assessments to evaluate leaders’ 
	 proficiency in soft skills and provide coaching where needed.
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Case Study:
Cisco recognized the need to strike a balance between technical 
(“hard”) skills and essential “soft” skills like communication, emo-
tional intelligence, and leadership agility.

Cisco’s leadership development programs, such as the Cisco 
Leadership Experience (C-LEAD), focus on helping leaders not 
only advance their technical acumen but also enhance their peo-
ple management, empathy, and collaboration skills. 

This is part of their broader leadership transformation strategy, 
which aims to create well-rounded leaders capable of leading 
diverse, global teams.

Cisco’s program includes:
1.	 Blended Learning: Combining technical training with leader-

ship coaching and development of soft skills, such as conflict 
resolution and emotional intelligence.

2.	 Courageous Conversations: Cisco incorporates initiatives 
like “courageous conversations,” where leaders are trained 
to engage in deep, empathetic dialogues with their teams, 
extending beyond technical problem-solving.

3.	 Real-Time Learning: Leaders participate in hands-on chal-
lenges that simulate real-world business scenarios to develop 
a holistic leadership perspective. 

Results: 
•	 Cisco’s balanced approach has led to better employee en-

gagement, improved leadership decision-making, and higher 
retention rates. 

By developing leaders who are both technically adept and 
emotionally intelligent, Cisco has positioned itself as a top 
workplace, ranked highly for employee satisfaction and leader-
ship effectiveness.
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Pitfall 20: Not Aligning 
Leadership Development 
with Organizational Culture
Overview:
A leadership development program that is misaligned with an 
organization’s culture can feel disconnected and irrelevant. Leaders 
who are trained in ways that conflict with the company’s values 
and norms may struggle to fit into the existing culture or drive 
meaningful change.

Why This Matters:
Leadership programs that align with the organization’s culture are 
more effective because they reinforce the behaviors, values, and 
principles that are central to the company’s identity. Misalignment 
can lead to confusion and dissonance between leadership 
behaviors and organizational expectations.

Action Checklist:
1.	 Assess Organizational Culture: Conduct a thorough 
	 assessment of the company’s culture before designing the 
	 leadership program.
2.	 Align Leadership Behaviors with Values: Ensure the 
	 leadership development program reinforces the organization’s 	
	 core values and desired behaviors.
3.	 Engage Cultural Champions: Involve leaders who exemplify 
	 the company’s culture in the program’s design and delivery.
4.	 Monitor Cultural Fit: Continuously assess whether the 
	 program is reinforcing the organization’s culture and adjust 
	 as needed.
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5.	 Celebrate Cultural Alignment: Recognize and reward 
	 leaders who embody the company’s cultural values.

Case Study:
Zappos is known for embedding its core values into every aspect 
of its leadership development program, ensuring that leaders 
embody the company’s unique culture. 

Case Details:
This culture-driven approach has been critical in aligning lead-
ership development with Zappos’ organizational values, such as 
delivering exceptional customer service, fostering creativity, and 
promoting employee happiness.

Zappos’ leadership model, rooted in servant leadership, empha-
sizes putting employees first. 

Leaders at Zappos are encouraged to mentor, support, and 
empower their teams, ensuring that their leadership approach 
aligns with Zappos’ strong cultural values. This strategy promotes 
employee engagement and satisfaction, resulting in increased 
productivity and reduced turnover.

Results:
•	 Employee Retention: Zappos’ focus on culture-driven lead-

ership has contributed to higher employee retention rates, as 
employees feel more valued and supported.

•	 Customer Satisfaction: Zappos’ emphasis on empowering lead-
ers to foster employee happiness directly impacts customer satis-
faction, as happy employees lead to better service experiences.

•	 Sustained Growth: By aligning leadership development with its 
core values, Zappos has maintained its competitive edge and 
continued to grow despite challenges in the e-commerce space.
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Designing, developing, and deploying effective team leadership 
programs requires attention to detail, a deep understanding 
of organizational goals, and the ability to anticipate and avoid 
common pitfalls. By following the insights and action plans 
outlined in this white paper, Learning and Development 
professionals can create impactful, engaging, and results-driven 
leadership programs that develop leaders capable of navigating 
today’s complex business challenges.

Conclusion
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Section Two

Team Leadership 
Development 
Program Self-
Assessment
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 

For L&D Professionals
Instructions: For each of the following statements, rate your 
current team leadership program on a scale of 1 to 5, where:

•	 1 = Strongly Disagree
•	 2 = Disagree
•	 3 = Neutral
•	 4 = Agree
•	 5 = Strongly Agree

Assessment question Fill in Score (1-5)

Our leadership program includes continuous 
coaching support for participants. 

We provide sufficient on-the-job examples and 
practical exercises.

Leaders are trained to leverage their team 
members’ strengths using formal tools.

Our leaders are trained on the hiring and 
interview process effectively selects for both 
competency and cultural fit.

Leaders are taught how to adapt their 
leadership style to different situations and team 
dynamics.

Leaders provide their teams excellent clarity and 
alignment on their roles, responsibilities and goals.

Our company uses a consistent feedback mecha-
nism (e.g., 360-degree feedback) for our leaders.
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Leaders are trained to focus on strategic 
activities rather than day-to-day operations.

Our leadership program includes self-awareness 
and emotional intelligence training for leaders.

Trust-building and open communication are 
emphasized in leadership training.

We ensure that leaders are not overloaded with 
too many skills in a short period.

Our leadership program aligns team members’ 
roles with their strengths.

Leaders have sufficient time to practice and 
internalize new skills.

We reinforce essential leadership habits like 
knowledge sharing and team recognition.

Leaders are trained to communicate effectively 
across all levels of the organization.

Leaders are taught to lead by influence rather 
than relying solely on authority.

Our leaders consistently communicate the 
company’s vision, mission, and purpose to 
their teams.

We place a strong emphasis on regular and 
consistent career development conversations.

Leaders are trained to give constructive, non-
judgmental feedback.

Recognition and appreciation efforts are 
personalized for each team member.

Add up your Total Score
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Scoring:

•	 80-100: Your leadership development 
program is strong and avoids most common 
pitfalls. Continue refining and maintaining 
best practices. 

•	 60-79: Your program has solid foundations 
but may have some areas for improvement. 
Focus on the lower-scoring areas for great-
er impact. 

•	 40-59: Your program is missing key elements 
that could improve leadership effectiveness. 
Consider revisiting your program design and 
implementation. 

•	 Below 40: Significant changes are needed 
to improve your leadership development 
program. Use this guide to address the most 
critical gaps.
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Section Three

Additional 
Reference 
Articles 
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The Leader as Coach (2019)
Authors: Herminia Ibarra and Anne Scoular

Summary: This article highlights the importance of leaders taking 
on a coaching role within their teams. It explores why coaching has 
become an essential leadership skill and how organizations can foster 
a coaching culture to drive performance and engagement. The piece 
offers practical advice on how to develop coaching skills as a core 
component of leadership training. 
Read more: https://hbr.org/2019/11/the-leader-as-coach

The Feedback Fallacy (2019)
Authors: Marcus Buckingham and Ashley Goodall

Summary: This article challenges conventional wisdom about 
giving feedback, particularly the common practice of focusing on 
weaknesses. It suggests that feedback should focus on highlighting 
strengths and offering positive reinforcement. The article provides 
a new perspective on feedback, making it a key read for those 
designing leadership development programs.
Read more: https://hbr.org/2019/03/the-feedback-fallacy

11
From Harvard Business 
Review
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What Great Teams Do Differently (2021)
Authors: Mike Zani

Summary: This article delves into the behaviors and dynamics of 
high-performing teams. It provides a framework for understanding the 
traits that make great teams effective and how leaders can cultivate 
these behaviors through development programs. It also stresses the 
importance of collaboration, trust, and clear communication. 
Read more: https://hbr.org/2021/07/what-great-teams-do-differently

Developing Leaders in a Pandemic (2021)
Authors: Michael Useem

Summary: In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, this article explores 
how organizations can continue developing leaders in uncertain 
and rapidly changing environments. It offers strategies for creating 
leadership development programs that are flexible, responsive, and 
capable of adapting to both virtual and hybrid workplaces.
Read more: https://hbr.org/2021/04/developing-leaders-in-a-pandemic

Building a Culture of Experimentation (2020)
Authors: Stefan Thomke

Summary: While not exclusively focused on leadership, this article 
is crucial for leadership development programs that aim to foster 
innovation and adaptability. Thomke discusses how leaders can create 
a culture where experimentation is encouraged, and how this culture 
can drive both leadership growth and organizational success. 
Read more: https://hbr.org/2020/03/building-a-culture-of-
experimentation

11 From Harvard 
Business Review
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“Leadership Development Is Failing Us. Here’s 
How to Fix It”
This article explores why traditional leadership development programs 
often fall short and offers strategies to make them more impactful by 
focusing on outcomes and practical application. 
Published in 2023. 
Link to article (MIT Sloan)

“To Keep Employees, Focus on Career 
Advancement”
This piece emphasizes the importance of career development 
opportunities for retaining employees. It offers actionable insights into 
how organizations can help employees advance internally through 
structured mentorship and feedback.
Published in June 2023.
Link to article (MIT Sloan Management Review).

“Leadership Strategies for the Hybrid Workforce”
This article provides a framework for leaders managing hybrid 
teams, combining elements of flexibility, autonomy, and alignment. It 
addresses the challenge of maintaining team cohesion while providing 
flexibility for remote work. 
Published in April 2023. 
Link to article (MIT Sloan).

11
From MIT Sloan Review
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“The Changing World of Work: 5 New Ideas from 
MIT Sloan Management Review”
This article covers new perspectives on remote work, employee 
expectations, and how leaders can support distributed teams 
effectively in a post-pandemic world. 
Published in 2023. 
Link to article (MIT Sloan).

“Rethinking Assumptions About How Employees 
Work”
This article challenges common assumptions about productivity and 
employee engagement in a remote or hybrid work setting, offering 
leaders new approaches to managing teams effectively in the digital age. 
Published in 2023. 
Link to article (MIT Sloan Management Review).

11 From MIT  
Sloan Review
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11
From Stanford Business 
School
“A Focus on Leadership Development”
This article discusses the importance of leadership development and 
how organizations can create programs that foster critical analysis, 
reflection, and personal growth. It highlights the significance of 
ongoing coaching and the application of experiential learning. 
Published in 2023. 
Link to article (Stanford Graduate School of Business).

“Communicating Through Conflict: How to Get 
Along with Anyone”
This podcast episode explores how disagreements, if reframed, can 
lead to productive outcomes. It provides strategies for leaders to 
improve their communication and resolve conflicts effectively.
Published in May 2024.
Link to article (Stanford Graduate School of Business).

“Leadership for the Hybrid Workforce”
Focused on hybrid teams, this article offers strategies for balancing 
remote flexibility with maintaining team cohesion and effectiveness. 
It introduces a framework for managing hybrid teams, addressing the 
unique challenges leaders face in this evolving work environment. 
Published in April 2023. 
Link to article (MIT Sloan Management Review) (Stanford Graduate 
School of Business).
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11 From Stanford 
Business School

“Leadership Strategies for Rapid Growth and 
Innovation”
This article delves into how businesses can prepare leaders to 
navigate periods of rapid growth and innovation. It discusses the key 
skills leaders need to manage disruption and sustain success in fast-
moving industries. 
Published in Fall 2023. 
Link to article (Stanford Graduate School of Business).

“How to Run a Meeting Effectively”
This brief article outlines five key lessons for facilitating meetings 
with clarity and confidence. It provides practical advice for leaders 
looking to improve their communication and organizational skills 
during team interactions. 
Published in July 2024. 
Link to article (Stanford Graduate School of Business).
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Contact:
Russell M. Kern
Email:
Russell@kernandpartners.com
Mobile: 
818-264-8480

Ready to  
learn more?
Let’s Connect.

Russell M. Kern is a four-decade proven business leader, serial 
entrepreneur, author, educator, and motivational speaker.

Russell is a passionate expert and practitioner in the Neuro-
based Leadership Development, Appreciative industry and 
certified in numerous team and leadership programs, and a 
voracious reader of hundreds of books on teaming, leadership, 
marketing, and sales.

Russell’s personal mission is to develop high-performance teams 
by combining his marketing and sales expertise with his track 
record of success in growing his own agency from a startup to a 
nationally recognized and creatively awarded agency with more 
than 400 employees.


