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The Executive Summary 
The Cover Article for the Rethinking Leadership Development presents gold-standard 
evidence, innovative theory (novel models and frameworks), and a set of principles to maximize program
impact and the return on investment (ROI). The content covers a wide range of aspects of leadership de-
velopment and is intended to apply regions and sectors.

The article’s includes a robust set of -informed 
strategies that can be implemented
(11), and sometime after (5), development programs. 

Given the breadth of work presented, this executive summary was created to consolidate key content for 
quick reference, the details of which are described in the article, along with examples of practical applica-
tion. The corresponding article page number 
tions below are When referencing, please cite the (full) article using the 
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The Context: Leadership Development 

The investment and rationale 
is spent on leadership development every year1. This investment is  

a source of competitive advantage2–5, a key retention strategy –10, and essential for optimal performance at 
every level2,11–13. 
 
The expectation of results 
Consequently, funders expect that programs demonstrate worthwhile impact outcomes and a clear return 
on investment (ROI). 
 
The two major problems 
Despite evidence of successful interventions14–25, many programs underperform or fail altogether –34, 
resulting in wasted time and money, and even potential harm35–39. it is largely unclear what 
works best, in which circumstances, and why –42, since the quality of research is predominantly an-
ecdotal (low)15,43 and many seminal models are quite dated. 
  
Our Purpose and Sources (Methodology) 

Our purpose 
This research focused on creating a novel framework and set of principles, informed by innovative theo-
retical models and gold- program design, delivery, and evaluation. The 
purpose was for these resources to support outstanding leadership through enhanced quality programs 
with maximum impact and clear ROI2,5,40,44–49. 
 
Our sources 
To achieve our purpose, we combined three kinds of research (data sources): 

- A forthcoming companion article (Geerts, 2024)50 that established the theoretical and empirical 
foundation, including details of the novel models and frameworks, 

- 4 distinct systematic literature reviews on leadership development for professionals in various sec-
tors, guided by specialist librarians from the universities of Cambridge15,43 and Oxford14, and 

- the application of learning to the workplace. 
 

Results 

The evidence foundation 
The evidence informing this study derives from an in-depth analysis of nearly 200 primary research arti-
cles , including 30 gold-standard quality studies, as well as prominent literature reviews and 
large-scale meta-analyses . The unique set of gold-standard elements is presented in Table 1 be-
low. 
 
The theorical foundation (novel models and frameworks) 
The gold-standard evidence informed the creation of a complementary collection of innovative theory, 
including: 

-  of leadership  and other key terms, 
- 11 principles of leadership development (Table 2), 
- 8 unique models and frameworks,  
- The main framework , called the  (Table 3), and  
- The concept of A Leadership Organization (ALO). 

 
 presented below. These resources are intended to apply  to programs of d

and sizes in various contexts across regions and sectors15,53. Given that leadership normally takes place in 
dynamic and complex environments, as noted in the Principles (Table 2), adapting leadership practice and 
development to the local context  
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: Leadership, Development, and Integration 

se terms are 
used commonly, but inconsistently43,50, and there is no  set 35. 
informed the collection below. 

 
Leadership 

Leadership is the process of leaders and team members collaborating meaningfully and 
responsibly to realize a shared purpose and vision . The opposite extreme is 
power, with management in the middle. 

Power is the capacity to control others without their consent, including through force.  

Management , and 
 

A leader is anyone who takes responsibility or is ultimately accountable for the process of realizing a 
shared purpose and vision  in a given situation. 

A team member is anyone who collaborates meaningfully and responsibly in the process of inspiring 
others to realize a shared purpose and vision ). 
 
Development 

Leader development is the intentional process of striving to enhance individuals’  
leadership knowledge, capabilities, capacity, and performance.  

Leadership development is the intentional process of striving to enhance collective leadership 
knowledge, capabilities, capacity, and performance in groups, such as teams, organizations, and commu-
nities.  

Developmental activities refer to structured formal and informal experiences that are intended to fa-
cilitate development through enhanced knowledge, capabilities, capacity, and performance. 

 
Leadership Integration 

Talent optimization/management refers to the structured collection of formal human resources (HR) 

out their tenure, which are intended to maximize their engagement and performance. 

Organizational culture refers to the explicit and implicit priorities, assumptions, expectations, values, 
behav-

ior54. 

True North elements refer to the collection of an organization’s ultimate raison d’être: its purpose, vision, 
mission, and values toward which the strategic plan and all other organizational functions should be di-
rected. This also includes organizational standards of excellence. 

A Leadership Organization (ALO) is a learning organization55 in which leadership is an 

optimization, and a conducive organizational culture. 
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Gold-Standard Elements of Program Design, Delivery, and Evaluation 

-standard elements in this unique collection is linked by evidence to improved outcomes 
 collection derives from the only two systematic literature reviews 

isolate  top-quality studies using a validated instrument. 
 

 

Table 1. Gold-standard elements of program design, delivery, and evaluation. 

Category Elementa Element Details 

Design 

Conduct a pre-program needs and gaps analysis  
Apply an outcomes-based design approach Please see Table 4 for an example 
Define explicit program goals  
Have participants select personalized goals  

Incorporate the principles of adult learning  

(Pre-program): Motivation to learn; 
-directed;  

2. Participants’ experience as the basis;  
3. Content that is practical and relevant 
to participants; 
4. Outcomes-based 

Incorporate a leadership capability framework 
vironment framework 

the learning/training transfer 
strategy 

 

Calculate the return on investment (ROI)  
Personnel:  

faculty 
Mixed  

Internal/external to the organization; and 
experts/practitioners 

Design:  
developmental  

activities 

Individual 

Multi-
-assessments, psychometrics, goal 

setting, Leadership Development Plans 
(LDPs), certifications 

 
Lectures, webinars, small-group discus-
sions, guest speakers, case study anal-
yses, site visits, and assignments 

 
Role play, simulations, training, impact 
projects, application exercises, intern-
ships, job shadowing, and presentations 

Relational 
Individual and peer coaching, mentor-
ing, networking, and engagement in a 
Community for Practice 

Resources Readings, reflective journals, toolkits 

Outcomes 

Desired outcomes according to 
frameworkb levels:  

atisfaction (1),  
Attitudes and perceptions (2a),  

nowledge and skills (2b),  
ubjective behavior change (3a),  

Objective behavior change (3b),  
Organizational change (4a), and  
Benefit to patients (4b) 

 of program 
outcomes, please see Table 5 
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Evaluation 

Focus of evaluation: both the program and participant 
outcomes 

 

Type of data collected: both quantitative and qualitative  
Type of data collected: both objective and subjective  

Raters: multiple  elf, peer, program faculty, work-
place supervisor 

Control group  
When data were collected: pre/baselinec, post, and 
post-post 

 

a -quality studies (k = 30) 
(2020)15 and Lyons et al. (2020)14  
b  four-part model categorizing the reported outcomes of training programs 
c program program conclusion - conclusion – 9 months).  
 
 

Principles of Leadership Development 

The following 11 principles of leadership development represent overarching characteristics or tenets of 
optimal programs based on an extensive, multi-round, iterative analysis of all the theory and evidence. 

 
 

Table 2. Principles of leadership development. 

No. Principle of Leadership Development 

Pre-program Motivated and invested personnel with shared accountability  

1. 
Timely, customized, co-created, contextual, and aligned with the organizational needs and opportuni-

talent optimization strategy, and 
the organizational context 

2. Integrated, coordinated, and embedded in the organizational culture, system-wide, including in all 
aspects of talent optimization 

3. Evidence-informed (design), including regarding training transfer 

4. Experiential and application- and outcomes-based, as well as engaging, with full group participation 

5. 
Aligned with the principles of adult and professional learning, including being multi-faceted with 
optionality 

 Capacity-growing through increased self-awareness, efficacy, and adaptability 

 Evaluated (program and outcomes) and evolving (during and after) 

8. prioritizing expertise and equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibility (EDIA) 

9. Enduring (individual) and sustainable (organizational) 

10. Relational and community-centered 
 
 

The Optimizing System Framework for Maximizing Leadership Development 

framework includes gold-standard program elements and strategies for 
maximizing the impact and ROI of leadership development. These include a foundational set (F), and 
strategies that can be implemented before (P = Pre), during (D), at the conclusion of (C), and sometime 
after (A) programs and are categorized into those concerning design, delivery, personnel, direct applica-
tion, evaluation, and organizational culture and support.  
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The * indicates strategies supported by gold-standard evidence and ideally indicates strategies per-
taining to Leadership Organizations (ALOs). 

 

Table 3.  . 

Foundations for Leadership Development Programs (“F”, n = 9) 

Type No. Strategy 

  * Have a shared leadership model and capability framework as the common 
conceptualization and language of leadership 

Organizational culture 

 * 
and investment in their people 

 * aligned with the overall organizational purpose, values, vision, mission, and 
 

 * Provide funding and/or resources and protected time for development 

 
in the organization 

Design  
Ideally, have developed a comprehensive ecosystem of leadership development 
interventions, experiences, and resources available to staff at all levels, aligned 
to career pathways 

Leadership integration 

 
Ideally, have distributed leadership organization-wide, fully integrated into 
talent optimization, embedded in the organizational culture, and is an ac-
countability expectation of all staff to develop and support others’ development 

 
Ideally, synthesize graphically the various forms of leadership development 
and integration, as well as their interconnectivity to each other and to career 
pathways for all people, in a blueprint 

Organizational support  
Develop a communications strategy for the program to relay progress and cel-
ebrate achievements 

Pre-Leadership Development Strategies (“P”, n = 23) 

Type No. Strategy 

Context and engagement P1 * 
Conduct a needs, gaps, opportunities, and strategic priorities analysis involving 
key affected parties (stakeholders) to inform program goals and to generate 
engagement and support 

Design 

P2 * 
Determine the scale and scope of the program, with a preliminary consideration 
of return on investment (ROI) 

P3 * 
Apply a robust outcomes-based design strategy, beginning with selecting ex-
plicit program goals 

P4 *  

P5 
in the selection of participants, faculty, speakers, and content 

Participants 

 * priorities 

 * 
Address participants’ motivation to learn and ensure that they can commit fully 
to the program with supervisor and sponsor support 

P8 * 
Have participants create a Leadership Development Plan (LDP) that includes 
personalized goals and desired outcomes aligned to their organizational plans 
and career pathways 

P9 * 
Ideally, align programs to internal and/or external professional requirements 
(e.g., Maintenance of Certification), distinctions, or credentials 

Design P10 * 
evidence-based program details (content, faculty, developmental activi-

ties, resources, structure, etc.) intentionally to achieve identified targets, cus-
tomized for the participant group 
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 P11 * 
, mixed teams (inter-

nal/external and experts/practitioners) 

Design: curriculum 
P12 * 

Customize the curriculum according to pre-program engagement and the par-
ticipant group, and embed the leadership model and capability framework 

P13 Reserve in-program time for emerging issues/topics 

Design: developmental  
activities 

P14 * 
outcomes and offer a variety 

P15 * experiential learning cycles 
Direct transfer strategies  *  

Design: structure and formal  *  

Delivery 
P18 * Incorporate the principles of leadership development and adult learning 

P19 
-specific 

cohorts or syndicate sessions 

 
P20 * 

Develop a robust evaluation framework for the program, including the ROI, and 
for participants, and consider a control group 

P21 *  

Direct transfer strategies 

P22 * 
Conduct a barriers and enablers assessment and apply results to remove or 
circumvent obstacles and leverage enablers 

P23 * 

Communicate explicitly the purpose, goals, content, outcomes, and evaluation 
framework of programs overall and individual components to establish a 
shared understanding and accountability among providers, faculty, partici-
pants, and other affected parties 

During-Leadership Development Strategies (“D”, n = 17) 

Type No. Strategy 
Direct transfer strategies D1 Have participants select and engage accountability teams 

Design 

D2 
Host a program launch and orientation event with senior leader support to level 
set and introduce personnel 

D3 * Provide networking opportunities with program colleagues and faculty, inter-
nal senior leaders, guest speakers, past program graduates, etc. 

D4 
Immerse in an internal Community for Practice (when available) to discuss, 
share resources, and connect more widely 

Delivery 

D5 * 
Communicate to faculty and participants the purpose, relevance, rationale, and 
evaluation of each session, as well as the connection to other sessions and 
components 

 * 
Maximize participant engagement and hold them accountable for attendance, 
in-class participation, and application/asynchronous exercises 

 * Demonstrate a personal interest in all participants and their individual learning 
and development, as well as actively incorporating their expertise 

D8 * larly to enhance and extend learning, as well as promoting accountability 

D9 
Highlight emerging key themes, learnings, tensions, and ongoing questions 
throughout through different lenses 

 

D10 * several sources during the program 

D11 
Routinely provide time for participants to self-evaluate their progress with re-
spect to their LDPs, and have them share their results with their accountability 
teams and adjust their goals accordingly 

D12 
Collect informal feedback regularly from participants regarding effectiveness 
and proposed improvements and adapt the delivery accordingly 
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D13 * 
Collect formal anonymous feedback regularly from participants on the pro-
gram, communicate the results to relevant affected parties, adjust accordingly, 
and communicate adjustments to participants 

Design: curriculum 

D14 * 
Provide tools and resources (frameworks, checklists, models, technologies, ser-
vices, etc.) that participants can sample in class and apply to their work 

D15 
emerging important internal and external issues as they arise 

 Gather input from participants and other affected parties on emerging priority 
topics and include them in the program as it develops 

Direct transfer strategies  
Remind participants of the end-of-program culminating activity so they focus 
and prepare 

Program Conclusion Leadership Development Strategies (“C”, n = 11) 

Type No. Strategy 

Design 

C1 
In class, have participants reflect and provide feedback on each component of 
the program specifically to identify key learnings and ways to optimize, partly 
to prepare for the culminating activity 

C2 
Celebrate participants through a formal event at the conclusion and invite sen-
ior leaders, supervisors, and sponsors, perhaps with past graduates, to cultivate 
a community 

Direct application  
strategies 

C3 
Have a culminating activity whereby participants present their key learnings, 
program impact, and committed action items during the celebration event 

C4 Inform personnel of the post-program assessments 

Design C5 post-program career and development goals and plans, aligned to talent opti-
mization strategies 

 

 * 
vidual components and their link to outcomes 

 * s’ progress in relation to the desired outcomes and hold 
them accountable, recognizing successes and supporting improvement 

C8 * Calculate the ROI of the program and communicate the results selectively 

Organizational support 

C9 
Communicate the results of programs to affected parties within the organization 
to celebrate successes, justify the investment, and provide support for future 
programs 

C10 * 
continue 

to facilitate further development 

C11 
Review program results in the context of the Leadership Integration Blueprint 
and Roadmap, develop a community and culture of leadership, and build in-
ternal capacity 

After-Leadership Development Program Strategies (“A”, n = 5) 

Type No. Strategy 

 A1 * perspective of sustained learning linked to application and results 

Direct application 
A2 

Providers remind participants, their supervisors, and their sponsors in advance 
of the post-program ratings of participant outcomes 

A3 Have participants report results of their progress regarding post-program goals 

Design 
A4 * 

the feedback and evolving organizational needs 

A5 
community of graduates, including through refreshers and 

involvement in future iterations of the program (e.g., as speakers, mentors, etc.) 
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Talent Optimization Framework 

To help structure and guide organizational people plans and/or talent optimization over employees’ life 
cycles, the framework below includes an overall strategy, plus 8 elements: 
 

- Talent acquisition (recruitment),  
- Talent integration (onboarding),  
- Talent specialization  
- Talent motivation (engagement, rewards, retention),  
- Talent augmentation (development) 
- Performance validation (management),  
- Talent connection (social), and  
- Talent continuation (succession).  

 
An advanced strategy is linking leadership development (augmentation) explicitly to other functions. 
 
 
Outcomes-Based Design Process 

Applying a robust outcomes-based design process is optimal, since it ensures that choices align with the 
program’s ultimate purpose and its desired impact and ROI. An example is the application of the Geerts et 
al. (2020) model15 

58. 
 
 

Table 4. Outcomes-based design process. 

Steps Details 
1. Conduct a needs, gaps, opportunities, and priorities analysis and establish an empirical foundation 

2. 
program goals, customized for the purpose and participants, and aligned to the organiza-

 
3. desired outcomes, including level of mastery, at various levels 
4. participants intentionally to address the needs, gaps, opportunities, and priorities 

5. program details intentionally and incorporate evidence-based elements according to their suitability 
to achieve identified targets 

 Develop a robust evaluation framework 
 application of learning/training transfer strategy 

8. Consider calculating the return on investment (ROI) 
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A Framework Categorizing Leadership Development Program Outcomes 

D , the framework below 
categorizes program outcomes (subjective and objective) at 9 levels of increasing scope, as well as 3 core 
outcomes which transcend levels. Though most program evaluations focus only on participants – their 
satisfaction and individual outcomes – aiming beyond is vital. 
 
 

Table 5. Categorizing leadership development program outcomes: a framework.  

Scope Level Details 

Individual 
 1  

Participant 2a Attitudes and perceptions 
 2b Increased knowledge, skills, and capabilities 
 2c Paradigm/mindset shift 
 3sa, 3o Behaviour change and performance improvement (subjective/objective) 

Beyond (Participants) 
Team/Department 4s, 4o Team or departmental impact (subjective/objective) 

Organization 5s, 5o Organizational and staff impact (subjective/objective) 
Beneficiariesb  Beneficiary impact (subjective/objective) 
Community  Community impact (subjective/objective) 

Region/nation 8s, 8o Regional/national impact (subjective/objective) 
International/global 9s, 9o International/global impact (subjective/objective) 

Core outcomes 
   

 
 

 

   
a objective;  
b Ben = those receiving services or products, such as clients, patients, etc. 
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Progressive Mastery: Concepts and Capabilities 

Drawing on Dale’s  59 and Bloom’s (195  Taxonomy of educational objectives , 
models of progressive mastery of concepts (knowledge) and capabilities/skills are presented below, 
which can  program goals, design, and evaluation.  The learner de-
velops the ability to…  
 
 

Table ES 1. Models of progressive mastery: concepts (knowledge) and capabilities.  

Progressive Mastery: Concepts (Knoweledge) Progressive Mastery: Capabilities 

Initial 

Remember Remember 
 Apply practically (and receive feedback) 

Analyze critically Reflect critically on experience and feedback 
Apply (in theory or practice) Adapt approaches 
Reflect critically Practice and develop as a habit 

Contextualize 
Contextualize and understand why different ap-
proaches are effective or not 

 Analyze critically 
Teach with expertise Teach with expertise 
Create new content Create new content or approaches 
  
Validate and refine Validate and refine 
Reproduce the creation and validation process  
successfully and reliably 

Reproduce the creation and validation process  
successfully and reliably 

Mastery 
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Categories of Developmental Activities 

, developmental activities should be selected based on which, individually and collec-
facilitate achieving program goals. suited 

for enabling certain types of outcomes and are more or less directly linked to workplace application. It is 
also important to  and to provide participants with some optionality to ac-
commodate . 
 
The framework below , distinguished according to their 
central features, purposes, functions, and connection to workplace application. 
 
 

Table ES 2. .  

Type of Developmental 
Activity Developmental Activities 

Individual 
(providing focus and  

structure, and  
enhancing self-awareness) 

ctured goal setting, career and leadership development planning 
Diagnostics: psychometrics -degree assessments 
Performance feedback and debriefs 
Reflection and journaling exercises  
Credentialling and certification 

Educational 
(content-based,  

typically formal and  
didactic) 

Lectures 
Workshops 

-directed courses 
Guest speakers 

 
Case study analyses 
Journal club 
Degree, diploma, or certificate programs 

Experiential 
(application-based,  

whether in practice or  
in real contexts) 

Practice exercises: role plays and simulations 
Application (to work) exercises 
Action learning/impact projects 
Presentations 
Job rotations 

Relational 
(communication- or  

dialogue-based  
with peers or experts) 

Coaching (1:1, group, and peer) 
Mentoring 
Buddy systems/peer accountability 
In-session or online forum discussions 
Think tanks 
Ideation retreats 

 
Communities for practice 

Resources 
(for heuristic learning or  

application  
guidance) 

Readings (books, articles, etc.) and media 
Guides and handbooks 
Checklists 
Infographics 
Toolkits 
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 (RLCs and ELCs)  

Building on ’s (1984) model , the impact of some developmental activities can be maximized when 
they are embedded 2,45,52. The sequence is: 
 

- Initial interest/questions in the topic/activity focus, including a self-assessment of baseline 
knowledge and/or capability competence, 

-  (desired learning and/or competence), 
- The activity/experience (such as a workshop or simulation), 
- Performance evaluation and/or feedback (experiential activities only) provided by the participant 

(self), faculty, workplace supervisors, and/or peers, 
- Discussion of feedback, whether in-session or one-on-one, 
-  on the feedback and experience, 
- Revision of goals for further learning/development, 
- Support, such as from a mentor, coach, or peer, and 
- Repeat the cycle to develop habits and mastery  

 
 
Implications for Further Research and Practice 

(collectively called 
 below) could inspire further research and practice, including: 

  
- Expanding the pool of gold-standard elements of leadership development (Table 1), 
- Validating the theory with practitioners and experts, 
- Identifying and sharing leading-practice examples of how organizations 

theory, regions, sectors, and contexts, 
- Evaluating the extent to which the theory can impact outcomes by directly comparing outcomes 

from programs that implemented them to the outcomes following similar interventions that did not, 
- Considering how new technologies

, 
- Investigating how various talent optimization functions can complement leadership development 

programs, 
- Researching evidence-based strategies for deepening leadership integration across organizations 

and communities, toward the concept of A Leadership Organization (ALO), 
-  the role that leadership development and integration can play in positively impacting so-

cial change in communities and regions, and 
-  how the theory can leadership practice. 

 
 
Conclusions 

The enormous investments in leadership development and the potential impact of programs
worse, warrant evidence-informed approaches to maximizing the ROI. The stakes heighten in sectors 
where people’s lives or well- , development, and integration system 
wide. 
 

 and its companion innovative models and frameworks were cre-
ated, based on gold-standard evidence and robust theory. The purpose is for these resources to assist 

development that produces the desired results, maximizes the ROI, and potentially even contributes to 
social change across communities and regions. 
 

Funding: This research received no external funding. 
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