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Dear Reader,

With the release of this issue, we cover our year’s quota of four quarterlies. It 
has been a great journey with our patrons and our readers. For this issue, we 
have mostly focused on leadership development. Given the current, turbulent 
environment, leadership development has been quite the relevant topic for 
practitioners. However, we all struggle with what needs to be done and what can 
be effective. This issue addresses just that! We hope to incite a spark in our readers 
which can provide them with valuable insights and hopefully some epiphanies. 

We have received articles and comments from various illustrious academicians 
and practitioners. We would like to thank Prof. Vivek Nair for writing an article for 
us from a careers  perspective.. That is extremely relevant given the aspirational 
flavour we have addressed in this  issue. We would also like to thank Animesh 
Kumar for re-imagining top leadership. Maulik Chandarana looks into the role 
of the HR from a brand perspective. Mishti Verma addressed the evergreen topic 
of authenticity and Amitesh Gir wrote about alternatives to an entrepreneurial 
mindset. Both of the articles question our assumptions and make us ponder 
over the basics. Rubi Khan’s article visited the leadership development journey 
and Aditya Jain’s article spoke about the fallacies of leadership development. 

This issue was made to make our readers rethink leadership development. I hope 
these articles make you question the basics and not fall for the gimmicks that can 
prove to be counterproductive. 

As usual, it was a pleasure to know and coordinate with all the contributors. They 
have been helpful and delightful to speak to. 

Please do write to us what you think of this issue. With your feedback and 
involvement, we will continue to generate knowledge.
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Leadership development is a process aimed at 
improving leaders’ abilities and qualities, aiming 
to enhance organizational performance and 
success. It typically involves a combination of 
training, coaching, mentorship, and practical 
experience designed to help leaders acquire new 
skills, improve their decision-making abilities, and 
become more effective in leading and managing 
teams. Leadership development programs can 
include workshops, seminars, online courses, 
one-on-one coaching, and self-directed learning. 
The ultimate goal of leadership development is 
to produce leaders who are better equipped to 
drive organizational change and achieve strategic 
objectives.

What was leadership development like earlier?

The history of leadership development dates back 
to ancient civilizations, where leaders were 

trained and developed through apprenticeships, 
mentorship, and on-the-job training.

In the 20th century, leadership development 
became more formalized with the advent of 
management and leadership theories, and the 
creation of leadership programs and courses 
offered by universities, business schools, and other 
organizations.

Till 1950s, a focus on scientific and systematic 
approaches to leadership emerged, with the 
development of trait theory and behavioral 
theories, which sought to identify specific traits 
and behaviors that distinguished effective leaders.
1960s onwards, leadership development shifted 
toward a more situational and contingency-based 
approach, recognizing that effective leadership 
requires a flexible and adaptive style that can 
respond to changing circumstances.
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   Period Predominent ‘School’                                Predominant Constructs

1920s      Trait Theory
Leadership can be understood by identifying the 
distinguishing characteristics of great leaders

1950s       Style Theory
Leadership effectiveness may be explained and developed by 
identifying appropriate styles and behaviours

1960s   Contingency Theory
Leadership occurs in a context. Leadership style must be 
exercised depending on each situation

1970s    Charismatic Theory
Leadership is concerned with the charismatic behaviours of 
leaders and their ability to transform organisations

1980s
 New Leadership/ Neo-
   Charismatic School

Leadership and management are different. Leaders require 
a transformational focus which encompases a range of 
characteristics and behaviours in addition to charisma

Late 1990s
Emerging Approaches
a). Strategis Leadership
b). Change Leadership

a). Leadership may be understood by examination of strategic                                
decision-making by executives
b). Leadership is inexorably linked to the management of             
change. Leader behaviours may be understood in the context
of the work of delivering change

Table 1: Timeline of the school of thought relevant to leadership development



In recent years, leadership development 
has expanded to include a broader range 
of perspectives and approaches, including 
emotional intelligence, servant leadership, 
and authentic leadership. Today, leadership 
development continues to evolve, with a focus on 
personalized and experiential learning, and the 
use of technology and virtual environments to 
support leadership development at scale.

“Leadership development programs are how 
organizations develop the talent they already 
have into the leaders they need for tomorrow. All 
companies need leaders with the skills to lead 
people, manage change, find new opportunities, 
and execute strategy while the world around them 
changes. At the same time, the capabilities needed 
are different from what succeeded in the past. In 
the ever-present VUCA world, flatter hierarchies, 
and increasing collaborative, cross-functional and 
JIT problem-solving requirements, that call for 
individual initiatives, there is a growing realization 
that leadership development is no longer the 
prerogative of the top few but needs to be broad-
based.”          
                                                              Mansij Majumder
              Vice President & Head – Human Resources
                                                                                    UNext

In current times, there have been several efforts 
to enable leadership development. Following are 
some examples:

Formal training programs
Formal leadership development programs can 
include courses, workshops, and certificate 
programs offered by universities, business 
schools, and professional organizations.

Executive coaching
Executive coaching is a one-on-one relationship 
between a coach and a leader, designed to 
support the leader in developing specific skills 
and achieving specific goals.

Mentorship 
Mentorship involves a relationship between a 
more experienced leader and a less experienced 
leader, where the mentor provides guidance, 
support, and feedback to help the mentee 
develop their skills and abilities.

On-the-job training 
On-the-job training can include rotational 
assignments, stretch assignments, and special 
projects that provide leaders with opportunities to 
develop new skills and gain new experiences.

Self-directed learning 
Self-directed learning can include reading books, 
attending conferences, participating in online 
courses, and engaging in other activities that help 
leaders develop their skills and knowledge.

Action learning
Action learning involves a structured process of 
reflection and learning, where leaders work on 
real-life problems and projects, and reflect on their 
experiences to develop new skills and insights.

Team-based development 
Team-based development can involve working 
with other leaders in a group setting, participating 
in team-building activities, and solving problems 
together.

In summary, leadership development can take 
many forms and can involve a variety of activities 
and experiences, ranging from formal training 
programs to self-directed learning and team-based 
development. The type of development that is best 
suited to an individual leader will depend on their 
specific needs, goals, and learning style.

“A year-long, calendarized, cohort-based program, 
especially if it involves spending weeks at an offsite, 
can be called a vacation, but is not leadership 
development. The earlier thinking that we could 
build a leadership pipeline through “development 
programs” and “a well-defined experiential journey” 
doesn’t work today and organizations cannot wait 
for the leaders to develop. We need to promote people 
into leadership positions before they are ready and we 
need to provide help through mentoring, coaching, 
and external and internal exposure for them to learn 
on the job.”
                                                                 Mansij Majumder
                 Vice President & Head – Human Resources
                                                                                       UNext

Is leadership development always effective?
However, leadership development can fail. 
Organizations pour a lot of money in the hopes of
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achieving effective results but without mindful 
planning, leadership development can become 
a futile exercise. Leadership development can fail 
for several reasons:

“There could be a few situations where leadership 
development isn’t as effective as can be. If an 
organization isn’t completely willing to provide the 
necessary resources or support. Insufficient buy-in 
or commitment from the leaders themselves.
• A one-size-fits-all approach where programs do 

not consider differences in every individual.

• Leadership development programs can 
lack effectiveness if there isn’t adequate 
reinforcement or opportunities to utilize the skills 
and knowledge acquired during the program.

• If leadership development programs do not 
align with the overall strategy and goals of the 
organization, they may not have any significant 
impact on the organization’s growth.”

                                                                      Manish Sinha
                                                                    SVP and CHRO
Mahindra and Mahindra Limited [Automotive 
Business]

Lack of a clear objective or plan 
Without a clear understanding of what is expected 
from leadership development, it can be difficult 
to measure success and track progress.

Insufficient resources
Leaders need adequate time, funding, and 
support to develop their skills and abilities.

Resistance to change
Some leaders may resist new ideas or approaches, 
making it difficult to drive meaningful change.

Inadequate training or support
Leaders need access to quality training and 
ongoing support to continue developing their 
skills.

Failure to align with organizational culture
Leadership development initiatives that don’t 
align with an organization’s culture can be 
ineffective and difficult to implement.

Inadequate follow-up and reinforcement
To be effective, leadership development must be 
reinforced through ongoing coaching, feedback, 
and opportunities for practice.

Lack of commitment from top management
If top management does not fully support 
leadership development, it can be challenging to 
establish a culture of continuous improvement.

“Leadership development programs for an 
organization need to be contextualized to emphasize 
the skills and experiences needed that will be most 
crucial for the organization in the near future. 
A program structure which has worked at one 
organization will not necessarily work in another. 
During the planning stage of the leadership 
development program, the program designers 
need to critically answer the question – what is the 
expected outcome from the program? Focusing on 
the context – the current stage of the company, the 
market it operates in, the preferred business model 
and the outcome expected will ensure that the focus 
is on developing a few key competencies for the 
leadership, instead of trying to build the competency 
dictionary around the leaders.

Another key reason for the failure of leadership 
development programs is not addressing the mindset 
challenges of the leaders. Every person is a product 
of his thoughts, feelings, assumptions, and beliefs. 
Not understanding why a person behaves the way he 
does and expecting that going through the “LDP” will 
solve any underlying issue that is preventing the new 
behavior from taking root, is a sure-shot way to write 
off the leadership development program.

The third reason for the failure of the programs is due 
to the failure to measure the outcome. A leadership 
development program is a long-term investment. 
It may take up to eight quarters for a participant to 
be appointed to a senior role. The identified attendee 
may also leave the company after the program. 
Worse, the company over-identifies the number of 
potential attendees – sometimes done as a “retention” 
mechanism – and then fails to provide an adequate 
number of, and challenging roles to the attendees.
Finally, leadership development programs are an 
organizational need – it is not an HR KRA. Most 
leadership-development programs are interventions 
designed by the OD/LD team that runs for a few weeks 
to a few months, are sporadic, and piecemeal—
making it difficult for the program to keep up with 
changes in a VUCA world, much less develop leaders 
ready to face that world.”
                                                                 Mansij Majumder
                 Vice President & Head – Human Resources
                                                                                      UNext
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Additionally, leadership development can fail due 
to:
• Inadequate resources or funding
• Limited participant engagement
• Insufficient follow-up or reinforcement
• Inadequate measurement and evaluation of 

success
• Lack of real-world application opportunities.

“Some common errors I’ve happened to notice 
include –
• Not clearly defining or communicating the 

desired outcomes of the program.
• Focusing heavily on developing technical 

skills, but not addressing the growth of soft 
skills.

• Not providing an environment for leaders to 
put their learnings to use once the program is 
completed.

• Not aligning the program with the overall 
goals and strategy of the organization.

Providing these development opportunities 
only to high-potential individuals - sometimes 
individuals who are underdogs, end up absolutely 
shining when put through development 
programs.”
                                                                       Manish Sinha
                                                                    SVP and CHRO
Mahindra and Mahindra Limited [Automotive 
Business]

The challenges with the current leadership 
development approach in organizations

Most leadership development initiatives focus on 
transactional learning rather than transformational 
learning. Leadership development interventions 
are not contextualized to the organization. 
Leadership development interventions either 
focus too much on self or too much on traits or 
skills without addressing the “Knowing, Being, 
Doing” and systemic conditions (systems thinking 
and system dynamics) holistically. Moreover, 
many leadership development interventions are 
not backed by a solid conceptual and theoretical 
framework and are usually the whimsical products 
of the flavour of the season.

Transactional learning and transformational 
learning are two different approaches to learning 

Transactional learning is a process where a person 
learns by exchanging information and feedback. It 
is based on a clear set of expectations and rules, 
and focuses on correcting mistakes and reinforcing 
good behavior. The goal of transactional learning 
is to maintain the status quo and ensure that 
established expectations are met.

Transformational learning, on the other hand, 
is a more profound type of learning that results 
in a change in perspective, values, and beliefs. 
It involves a shift in consciousness and can 
result in personal growth and development. 
Transformational learning often leads to a more 
holistic and integrated understanding of oneself 
and the world, and can result in new behaviors and 
ways of thinking.

In the context of leadership development, 
transactional learning may focus on improving 
specific skills and behaviors, while transformational 
learning aims to support deeper personal 
growth and development, resulting in a more 
holistic and innovative approach to leadership. 
Both approaches have value, and the most 
effective leadership development programs may 
incorporate elements of both transactional and 
transformational learning.

Resistance to change is another common 
challenge in leadership development
This is because individuals may feel comfortable 
with their current ways of thinking and working, 
and may be reluctant to embrace new ideas and 
approaches. 

Some of the reasons for resistance to change in 
leadership development include:

Fear of the unknown
Leaders may be afraid of trying something new, or 
of not being able to adapt to new ways of working. 
This fear can stem from a lack of confidence in their 
own abilities, or from a belief that their current 
approach is the only way to achieve success.

Comfort with the status quo 
Leaders may be comfortable with their current 
ways of working, and may not see the need to 
change. They may also be resistant to change 
because they are familiar with their current role, 
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and are uncertain about how they would fit into a 
new role or approach.

Lack of trust in the change process 
Leaders may be skeptical of change efforts, and 
may not trust that the new approach will result 
in positive outcomes. This can be especially 
true if previous change efforts have failed, or if 
the change process is being imposed from the 
outside.

Lack of resources or support
Leaders may be resistant to change because they 
do not have the necessary resources or support 
to implement new approaches. This can include 
a lack of time, budget, or support from their 
superiors.

To overcome resistance to change in leadership 
development, it is important to address these 
concerns by:

• Building trust and transparency in the change 
process

• Providing clear and compelling reasons for 
change

• Offering training, support, and resources to 
help leaders adapt to new approaches

• Encouraging open communication and 
feedback

• Celebrating successes and sharing best 
practices.

In conclusion, resistance to change is a common 
challenge in leadership development, but it can 
be overcome by addressing the root causes and 
providing the necessary resources and support to 
help leaders embrace new ways of working.

More importantly, the heavy reliance on 
competency frameworks prepared by the 
organization can be a source of failure, Yes, 
you read that right! 
There are several reasons why relying on 
competency frameworks for leadership 
development may not be the best approach:

Inflexibility
Competency frameworks are often prescriptive 
and inflexible, and may not reflect the unique 
needs and challenges of individual organizations 

or leaders.

One-size-fits-all approach 
Competency frameworks may be based on 
generalizations and assumptions about leadership, 
and may not accurately reflect the diverse needs of 
different leaders and organizations.

Lack of context 
Competency frameworks may not take into 
account the broader organizational context and 
may overlook important factors such as culture, 
strategy, and external influences.

Rigidity
Competency frameworks may limit creativity and 
innovation by prescribing specific behaviors and 
skills rather than fostering a culture of continuous 
learning and growth.

Narrow focus
Competency frameworks may focus too narrowly 
on specific skills or behaviors, rather than 
addressing the holistic needs and development of 
the leader.

For these reasons, it is important to consider using 
a broader, more flexible approach to leadership 
development that includes a variety of tools, 
resources, and strategies and takes into account 
the unique needs and circumstances of individual 
leaders and organizations.

Hence, a focus on personal growth should be 
emphasized. 
Focusing on personal growth is an important aspect 
of leadership development, as it helps leaders 
understand and develop their own strengths, 
weaknesses, and potential. By focusing on personal 
growth, leaders are able to better understand and 
navigate the challenges of leadership and make 
positive contributions to their organizations and 
communities.

Some ways to focus on personal growth in 
leadership development include:

Self-reflection
Encouraging leaders to regularly reflect on their 
own experiences, emotions, and actions can help 
them gain insight into their own leadership style 
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and potential. This can involve journaling, keeping 
a learning log, or engaging in other reflective 
practices.

Personal development plans 
Developing a personal development plan that 
outlines specific goals, actions, and milestones 
can help leaders focus their efforts on areas 
where they can make the most impact. Personal 
development plans should be reviewed regularly, 
and updated as needed, to ensure that leaders 
are making progress towards their goals.

Mentorship and coaching 
Engaging in a mentorship or coaching 
relationship with a more experienced leader 
can help leaders gain insights and feedback on 
their own leadership style and potential. This can 
involve one-on-one meetings, regular check-ins, 
and feedback sessions.

Experiential learning 
Engaging in experiential learning opportunities, 
such as taking on new projects, volunteering, 
or participating in team-building activities, can 
help leaders develop new skills and experiences. 
This can involve taking on new challenges and 
responsibilities, and working with others to 
achieve common goals.

Personal growth workshops and courses 
Attending personal growth workshops and 
courses can help leaders develop new skills and 
insights, and to connect with other leaders who 
are also focused on personal growth. These can 
be in-person or online, and can cover topics such 
as emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and 
interpersonal skills.

In conclusion, focusing on personal growth is an 
important aspect of leadership development, 
as it helps leaders understand and develop 
their own strengths, weaknesses, and potential. 
By incorporating self-reflection, personal 
development plans, mentorship, experiential 
learning, and personal growth workshops into 
leadership development programs, leaders can 
become more self-aware, and better equipped to 
make positive contributions to their organizations 
and communities.

Can personality assessments play a constructive 
role in leadership development?
Personality assessments can be a valuable tool 
for leadership development (Jones & Hartley, 
2013; Meinert, 2015), as they provide insights into 
a person’s natural tendencies, preferences, and 
strengths. This information can help leaders better 
understand their own leadership style, and identify 
areas for growth and development.

Personality assessments should be used in 
conjunction with other leadership development 
tools, such as coaching, mentorship, and skill-
building workshops, to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of a leader’s strengths, weaknesses, 
and potential (Ones, et al., 2005).

However, organizations are also sceptical about 
personality assessments (Boyle, 2008). Personality 
assessments can fail in leadership development for 
several reasons, including:

Limited accuracy 
Personality assessments are based on self-reported 
data and may not accurately reflect an individual’s 
behavior in a leadership context.

One-dimensional view 
Personality assessments may provide a one-
dimensional view of an individual’s personality 
and fail to take into account the complexity and 
situational nature of human behavior.

Lack of actionability
The results of personality assessments may not 
provide concrete, actionable steps for leadership 
development.

Overreliance
Relying solely on personality assessments for 
leadership development can overlook other 
important factors such as skills, experience, and 
situational factors.

Developmental limitations
Personality is not fixed and can change over time, 
so relying solely on a one-time assessment may 
not accurately reflect an individual’s potential for 
growth and development as a leader.
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“One popular measure that has been criticized, 
based on anecdotal evidence, for being ineffective 
is the use of personality tests to assess and develop 
leaders. While these tests do provide a bit of 
an insight into an individual’s personality and 
preferences, they may sometimes lack validity and 
reliability in predicting real-world job performance 
or leadership ability. Additionally, these tests can be 
limiting and may not consider situational factors or 
the complexity of actual leadership situations.”
                                                                      Manish Sinha
                                                                    SVP and CHRO
Mahindra and Mahindra Limited [Automotive 
Business]

The last few years have seen a turbulent 
environment for the organizations where the 
leaders were stretched thin and their abilities were 
continuously tested (D’Auria & De Smet, 2020). 
And now, we have a series of neologies popping 
up to make sense of the patterns occurring in the 
current times. Several layoffs are being made in 
bulk, employees are feeling unsure of their jobs 
and many of them are moonlighting, and many 
are quiet-quitting. Though these phenomena 
may have been existing in the past as well, these 
new terms have given the current day employees 
a new frame to perceive their work life. There is a 
growing sense of awareness overall. This demands 
the leaders to be aware as well and continuously 
learn and grow. 

The future of leadership is likely to be shaped 
by a number of factors, including advances in 
technology, changes in the global economy, 
shifts in demographic and cultural diversity, and 
growing expectations for social responsibility and 
ethical behavior. 

Some of the key trends and developments 
shaping the future of leadership include:

Increased focus on emotional intelligence
Emotional intelligence is becoming increasingly 
important as leaders are expected to be more 
effective at managing complex interpersonal 
relationships and leading teams in a fast-paced, 
ever-changing environment.

Use of technology and data analytics 
Technology and data analytics are transforming 
the way organizations work and leaders are 

expected to be proficient in using these tools to 
drive performance and improve decision-making.

Remote and virtual work 
With the rise of remote and virtual work, leaders 
will need to develop new skills to lead and manage 
teams that are dispersed and working in different 
locations.

Greater emphasis on diversity, equity, and 
inclusion
The importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
is growing, and leaders will need to be equipped 
to lead organizations that are more inclusive and 
reflective of the broader society.

Social responsibility and sustainability 
Sustainability and social responsibility are 
becoming increasingly important to organizations, 
and leaders will need to be equipped to navigate 
these complex and often interconnected 
challenges.

In summary, the future of leadership is likely to 
place greater emphasis on emotional intelligence, 
technology and data, remote and virtual work, 
diversity, equity and inclusion, and social 
responsibility and sustainability.

So, can all leaders benefit from leadership 
development? 

The short answer is yes, all leaders can benefit from 
leadership development. Whether they are new 
to a leadership role or have years of experience, 
leaders can always improve and enhance their 
skills, knowledge, and abilities.

Leadership development can help leaders:

Enhance their skills
Leaders can learn new skills, such as effective 
communication, conflict resolution, and decision-
making, through leadership development 
programs.

Improve their performance 
By developing their skills and knowledge, leaders 
can improve their performance and achieve better 
outcomes for their organizations.
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Stay current with industry trends
Leadership development can help leaders stay 
current with industry trends and best practices, 
allowing them to make informed decisions and 
respond effectively to changing conditions.

Build relationships 
Through leadership development programs, 
leaders can connect with other leaders and build 
relationships that can be valuable in the future.

Gain a deeper understanding of themselves 

Leadership development programs can 
provide opportunities for self-reflection 
and self-awareness, helping leaders gain a 
deeper understanding of their own strengths, 
weaknesses, and potential.

In conclusion, all leaders can benefit from 
leadership development, regardless of their 
level of experience or expertise. By participating 
in leadership development programs, leaders 
can improve their skills, performance, and 
relationships, and gain a deeper understanding 
of themselves.

“A vast majority of corporate leaders think that they 
have been blessed with leadership skills the minute 
they assume a position of authority. There is also a 
minority who shudder at the thought of having to 
place the “buck stops here” sign on their desks. With 
enough discipline, understanding, and practice, 
anyone can become an effective leader within 
their business or organization. The key benefit of 
a structured leadership program for individuals is 
that it assesses the effectiveness of the individual as 
a leader. The program helps individuals, learn and 
practice important leadership skills and provides a 
platform to be mentored by other leaders.”
                                                                Mansij Majumder
                Vice President & Head – Human Resources
                                                                                    UNext

Self-awareness is key to leadership 
development
Self-awareness can be a lifelong journey. It 
involves a continuous process of introspection, 
reflection, and learning about oneself. As 
individuals grow and change, their self-awareness 
evolves, allowing them to better understand their 
thoughts, feelings, motivations, and behaviors.

For some people, the journey of self-awareness 
may involve formal training or therapy, while for 
others it may be a more informal, ongoing process 
of self-reflection. Regardless of the approach, 
developing self-awareness can take time and 
effort, as it involves facing one’s own weaknesses 
and limitations, as well as acknowledging areas for 
growth and improvement.

Self-awareness can also be influenced by a variety 
of external factors, such as relationships, work 
experiences, and life events. As these factors 
change, individuals may need to continue to 
evolve their self-awareness to maintain a clear and 
accurate understanding of themselves.

In conclusion, self-awareness is a journey that can 
take time and effort, but it is a valuable process that 
can help individuals better understand themselves, 
build stronger relationships, and make more 
informed decisions. The journey of self-awareness 
may involve formal training or therapy, or it may 
be a more informal process of self-reflection 
and learning. Regardless of the approach, self-
awareness can be a lifelong journey that evolves as 
individuals grow and change.

Leaders need self-awareness for several reasons:

Improved decision-making
Self-awareness allows leaders to better understand 
their own biases, strengths, and weaknesses, which 
can help them make more informed decisions and 
respond effectively to changing conditions.

Enhanced relationships 
Leaders who are self-aware are better able to 
understand the perspectives of others and build 
stronger relationships with their employees, 
colleagues, and stakeholders.

Improved emotional intelligence 
Self-awareness is a key component of emotional 
intelligence, which is the ability to understand and 
manage one’s own emotions and the emotions of 
others. Leaders who are emotionally intelligent 
are better able to handle conflicts, motivate their 
employees, and build strong teams.

Increased resilience
Leaders who are self-aware are better able to 
manage stress, bounce back from setbacks, and 
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maintain their focus and energy, even in the face 
of challenges.

Increased personal growth 
Self-awareness provides leaders with 
opportunities for self-reflection and learning, 
allowing them to gain a deeper understanding 
of themselves, identify areas for growth, and 
continue to evolve as leaders.

In conclusion, self-awareness is a critical 
competency for leaders, as it provides a 
foundation for improved decision-making, 
enhanced relationships, increased emotional 
intelligence, increased resilience, and increased 
personal growth. By developing their self-
awareness, leaders can become more effective 
and better equipped to navigate the challenges 
of leadership.

Conclusion
But it is crucial to keep in mind, that leadership 
development can be effective when it 
considers the essentials and questions the fluff. 
While organizations may want to copy other 
organizations’ practices out of peer pressure, 
the isomorphic tendencies can only lead to 
redundancies, increased costs, and misleading 
suggestions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

To summarize, leadership development can 
backfire when it:

Does not align with organizational goals and 
culture
If leadership development programs are not 
aligned with the overall goals and culture of 
the organization, they can create confusion and 
frustration among leaders and employees.

Focuses solely on individual development
Focusing only on individual development, rather 
than the development of the organization as a 
whole, can create a disconnect between the goals 
of the leader and the goals of the organization.

Does not consider the existing skills and 
strengths of leaders 
Ignoring the existing skills and strengths of 
leaders and imposing a one-size-fits-all approach 
to leadership development can lead to frustration 

and disengagement.

Is not properly implemented
Poor implementation, such as inadequate 
support and resources, can result in a lack of buy-
in and engagement from leaders, and limit the 
effectiveness of the program.

Neglects to measure results
Failing to measure the results of leadership 
development programs can result in a lack of 
accountability and a lack of demonstrated value, 
leading to a loss of support from stakeholders.

And solely focusing on leadership development 
will not enable the organization to grow. Leaders 
need ample opportunities and platforms to 
exercise their potential. 

“Both studies and circumstantial evidence have 
shown that the most common situation where 
leadership development programs backfire is when 
employees choose to move on to other organizations 
citing a restriction or lack of opportunity to grow.”
                                                                         Manish Sinha
                                                                       SVP and CHRO
Mahindra and Mahindra Limited [Automotive 
Business]

Recommendation
The organization is an open system, which interacts 
with the environment and is continually adapting 
and improving. All parts of the organization are 
interconnected and interdependent; if one part 
of the system is affected, all parts are. Leadership 
is everyone’s business and when we use the word 
leader, we are not referring to positional leadership.

Leadership development should address 
“Knowing, Being, and Doing” of an individual in 
relation to the external and internal context.
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s u c c e s s f u l , 
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i m p l e m e n t e d , 
and aligned with 
the overall goals 
and culture of the 
organization. 



Uncovering leadership team dynamics using 
social network analysis
Asmath Ruhi

Ruhi is a Product Manager at OrgLens, where she combines her abilities in data science, research, and business, to 
help solve organizational problems of leaders, thereby enabling them to take data-driven people decisions. A gold 
medalist during her Bachelor’s in International Business, she went on to pursue an MBA in finance where her research 
on the Indian Stock Market was published in IJMTE.

To cite this article:

Ruhi, A., 2023. Uncovering Leadership Team Dynamics using Social Network Analysis. OD 
Quarterly, 4, pp.14-17

Please feel free to reach out to OD Alternatives and OrgLens if you are interested in exploring 
this topic as an individual or for your  organization.



Uncovering leadership team dynamics using 
social network analysis
Asmath Ruhi

OD Quarterly

The highly dynamic environment, increasing 
complexity of problems, and skyrocketing 
growth of knowledge-intensive work have an 
incredible impact on the work landscape. In order 
to support organizations in these challenging 
times, where agility is more important than 
ever, leaders need to realize the importance 
of learning and collaboration. Technologies 
and digitalization have made organizations 
increasingly interconnected, and understanding 
these connections are imperative for boosting 
the effectiveness of leaders and the impact they 
have.  

Individual leadership competence and delivery 
are often over-attributed to success, whereas it 
is the trusted, interpersonal relationships, and 
meaningful collaboration along with competence 
that make it all possible. Human capital and 
social capital play a key role in organizational 
performance. 

For equipping & developing leadership to face 
current challenges, it is imperative to recognize, 
analyze and nurture leadership networks. Social 
network analysis (SNA) is a powerful approach 
to revealing the web of relationships in an 
organization. When conducted for leadership 
teams, network analysis can be used to catalyze 
relationships and enable leaders to better reap the 
benefits of social capital. Its benefits include (and 
are not limited to) enabling leaders to efficiently 
mobilize resources, collectively influence change 
and foster innovation. In this article, we will 
explore how SNA can be leveraged to understand 
the working of leadership teams, and how it can 
help them identify specific strengths or pain 
points in their dynamics.

Getting acquainted with Social Network 
Analysis

Social Network Analysis maps the different types of 
connections leaders have within their team, with 
others, or even with activities. Data is collected 
using surveys regarding “who is connected to 
whom”, generally using questions like “Who do you 
reach out to for……..?” for various relevant aspects 
of the exercise. Alternatively, such connection 
data can also be retrieved from metadata of 
collaborative technologies. 

This data is mapped to network diagrams, where 
dots or circles represent individuals, and the 
lines between them represent the connections/ 
relationships between them. Arrows indicate the 
direction of connections. 

A network diagram of leaders of a Real Estate 
Company. Leaders are colored according to 
their location

The network diagram, along with selected 
network analysis metrics, gives insight into the 
team dynamics of organizational leadership. Social 
network analysis reveals patterns of interaction 
beyond the formal structure and gives a rich 
understanding of the impact of informal networks. 
When it is conducted at an interval, say again after 
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a period of 6-12 months, or collaboration data 
is collected and analyzed at certain intervals, 
SNA captures the changes in connections over 
time. This is helpful for measuring the impact 
of leadership interventions and development 
programs.

Leadership Network Evaluation

The most fundamental insight from SNA relates 
to connectivity. Connectivity among the leaders 
is crucial, but not all connectivity is beneficial. 
Optimal connectivity plays a key role in 
organizational success. 

Some key aspects which can be evaluated related 
to connectivity are:

• Are the right connections between leaders 
being made, which will allow them to function 
effectively as a team?

• Are there any surprising or redundant 
connections, which may possibly be 
hampering work? 

• Does the connectivity between leaders 
support the efficient sharing of information 
and ideas?

• Are all leaders involved in the interactions, or 
is there an indication of siloed behaviour? 

• Are leaders from different functions, regions 
or fields connected? 

Connectivity and collaboration are essential for 
top leadership, especially in terms of strategy 
formulation and execution. Evaluating the 
connectivity helps identify critical connections 
and the readiness of the leadership team to 
effectively develop and implement strategy 
(Frear, K. et al., 2019) 

The network diagram of leaders also reveals 
leaders who are at the core of the network and 
who are at the periphery. The core consists of 
central players, whereas the periphery has leaders 
with a few connections. If leaders on the periphery 
are those who are experts in a given domain 
or important for key decisions, it may hamper 
leveraging collective intelligence for problem-
solving and innovation. And, this may affect the 
quality of decision-making.

One’s position in the network correlates strongly 
to career success (Burt, 2004). SNA metrics also 

reveal leaders who have a high level of influence 
in their teams. Generally, leaders who are 
reached out to the most by other leaders are 
considered influential, as they have direct ties to 
many other leaders. They play a key role in the 
quick dissemination of critical information in the 
network, and in quick decision-making. 

Depending on the size of the leadership team, 
clustering or group formation is likely to occur. This 
may be due to belonging to the same function, 
region, location, office, personal bonding……or 
any other common ground. Groups have higher 
connectivity and collaboration within themselves, 
which occur relatively less across groups. This 
indicates bonding social capital in the group, and 
serves as a vital source of support to leaders in it. 

Leaders who bridge these clusters/groups play 
the role of brokers who are critical for the flow 
and spread of information between different 
groups. They have access to perspectives and 
ideas of different parts of the network and serve 
as key liaisons for fostering innovation, growth, 
and cross-functional collaboration. Promotions, 
pay raises, and good ideas happen more often to 
brokers between different network clusters (Burt, 
2004; 2005). Introducing bridging and bonding 
to organizational leadership networks has been 
rigorously demonstrated to improve leadership 
performance (Burt and Ronchi, 2007). Apart from 
connectivity, another key insight from SNA relates 
to network health. 

Some key aspects which can be evaluated related 
to connectivity are:

• What is the degree of trust among the leaders?

• Is decision-making spread out or concentrated 
in the hands of a few leaders?

• Is there diversity and inclusion in these 
interactions?

• Does the network enable each leader to 
exercise leadership the way they envision?

• In case of a conflict, how well will the leadership 
network be able to manage it?

• Does the structure of the network support the 
type of work leaders are involved in? 

• Are there adequate bridges between different 
locations, functions or silos?
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• Do leaders share advice with their fellow 
leaders, aiding them professionally and 
personally?

Gaining organizational context is imperative while 
evaluating the health of leadership networks. SNA 
is tremendously beneficial when supplemented 
with interviews. 

When data related to the frequency of interactions 
is available (daily, weekly, monthly and yearly), 
it provides interesting insights relating to 
the strength of leadership connections. Daily 
connections may be obvious to the team 
internally, but it is the monthly connections that 
are the heart of the leadership network. It is 
indicative of the adaptability of leaders. 

Another important application of SNA is to identify 
leaders who may be overtaxed and potentially 
experiencing burnout in their teams. This has 
many downsides such as delayed availability of 
leaders or inaccessibility when required, and a 
possible risk of attrition. It is crucial that such 
leaders are aided and proper delegation is done 
to share this load. 

Conclusion 

Social Network Analysis has a wide variety 
of applications for evaluating organizational 
networks. It is a way to quantify relationships and 
allow its users to measure them to gain insights, 
which is not possible otherwise. By      participating 
in an SNA, leaders realize the importance of 
their informal interactions and their impact on 
organizational performance, strategy, agility, and 
innovation. 
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When paired 
with leadership 
d e v e l o p m e n t 
programs and 
interviews, SNA 
adds to their utility 
and provides a data-
driven and well-
informed approach 
to enhancing the 
capabilities of the 
leadership team.
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The once-in-a-lifetime (hopefully) COVID 
pandemic undoubtedly unleashed a wave of 
destruction. However, the pandemic and its 
aftermath also forced organizations to experiment 
with novel ways of working together. The 
impending climate change is also pushing us to 
question our usual ways of working. Local policies 
(such as the ban on single-use plastics in India) and 
global shifts (such as a shift to electric vehicles) 
point to some of the large-scale ongoing churns 
witnessed in various sectors and industries today. 
The corporate world often uses the term ‘VUCA’, 
standing for volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity, to capture this tremendous flux 
that we find ourselves in. A crucial question that 
then, deserves deliberation would be – what does 
it then mean to be a leader in today’s times?

Leadership has been characterised as “the ability 
to influence a group toward the achievement 
of a vision or set of goals” (Robbins et al., 2019, 
p. 440). Transformational leaders are those who 
give individualized consideration to their team 
members. With the recent impetus for diversity 
and inclusion, a modern-day business leader 
needs to be aware of the unique challenges faced 
by their diverse team members and be kind and 
considerate while dealing with the same. At the 
same time, the leader is accountable for getting 
their team members to focus on the task at 
hand and perform to the best of their abilities. 
Leaders must walk this tightrope without losing 
their cool and leading by example. Thus, leaders 
need to develop specific skills to cope with these 
challenges.

What has been the traditional response in career 
scholarship to such issues? Take charge and face 
the challenge head-on! Firstly, there is a lot of 
emphasis on taking ownership and responsibility 
for one’s own career. Gone are the days when we 
could completely rely on our employers to update 

our skills. Ensuring our employability is now a full-
time responsibility. Secondly, career planning skills 
are emphasized. Such planning helps us deal with 
some predictable contingencies. Thirdly, the value 
of a good social network is emphasized. Creating, 
maintaining, and utilizing our network to explore 
new roles, sectors, and industries would help us 
to make a smooth and quick transition in case of 
a sudden negative event such as mass layoffs or a 
recession. While all the above are indeed very valid 
suggestions, this view tends to assume or imply 
ample control over one’s circumstances which is 
looking increasingly tenuous.

There is, however, another perspective. This 
perspective focuses more on means than ends 
(goals). It also focuses more on reflection than 
action. It emphasizes managing our thoughts 
and emotions in contrast to nervous actions to 
change our circumstances. With its roots in Eastern, 
particularly Buddhist traditions, mindfulness is 
offered as an additional toolkit in the leader’s 
repertoire. Mindfulness is “a process of openly 
attending, with awareness, to one’s present-moment 
experience” (Creswell, 2017, p. 492). Why is this so 
important?

Today, we are constantly bombarded by the deluge 
of work emails, social media messages, OTT (over 
the top) content, and breaking news among other 
things. Work-from-home and other flexible work 
arrangements have also blurred the line between 
work and personal space. One fallout of this has 
been that it makes focusing on a task at hand more 
difficult. Studies have suggested that we often let 
our minds wander. We may have observed this in 
classrooms, meetings or any other context that 
requires focused effort or coordination. Many of us 
are quite attached or even addicted to our digital 
devices. Ground-breaking research now provides 
us with strong evidence that a wandering mind is 
an unhappy mind (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010).
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Practising mindfulness increases concentration 
and helps us focus longer on the task at hand.

Secondly, during the practice of mindfulness, 
we do not react to our thoughts or sensations. We 
simply observe them. This helps us cultivate a 
gap between every stimulus and its response. 
This gap prevents us from making knee-jerk 
reactions to situations in our daily lives. In today’s 
stressful times, our interpersonal relationships 
with colleagues are at risk of being irreversibly 
damaged by our loose or rude or defensive 
remarks. Blaming or scapegoating after every 
failure or drop in performance, could be an 
example of a knee-jerk response. A crucial skill 
that leaders must develop is to distinguish 
between ‘failure due to sloppiness’ and ‘failure in 
spite of best efforts’. My research revealed that 
about 30 per cent of Indian managers/leaders 
quit their jobs or shut down their entrepreneurial 
ventures at least once, due to a fallout with 
their business partners, colleagues, or investors 
(Nair & Chatterjee, 2020). Practising mindfulness 
prevents this by helping us respond (not react) to 
all situations in a calm and dignified manner.

Thirdly, mindfulness enables decentering. 
Decentering is “a mechanism of change involving 
observing internal experiences from a more 
objective third-person perspective” (Creswell, 
2017, p. 503). We are often held captive to our 
negative impressions about ourselves. These 
negative impressions often lead us to develop and 
maintain bad habits such as smoking, drinking 
or binge eating that harm us. In mindfulness 
practices, while observing our thoughts, we 
remind ourselves that we are not our thoughts. We 
are more than our impetuous minds. This reduces 
negative self-talk and frees us from behaving in 
a way that confirms our negative biases towards 
ourselves. This becomes crucial to prevent or 
address mental health issues that have become 
increasingly salient in recent times.

Finally, mindfulness prevents rumination. Our 
memories that evoke strong emotional responses 
such as regret, fear, or shame, often play again 
and again in our minds. Mindfulness helps us to 
dispassionately observe these thought patterns 
and hit the mental ‘pause’ button. It is important 
to note that this is not an escapist response.

Indeed, when we are mindful, we become more 
aware of our habitual thought patterns, and what 
triggers them, and engage in a deeper root-cause 
analysis. This is similar to the laddering technique 
often used in qualitative research whereby we 
move from our surface-level thoughts to core 
personal values (Price, 2002). Aligning all our 
actions with our core personal values helps us lead 
by example and avoid ‘shortcuts’ that destroy our 
credibility. 

In addition to the above, the pandemic also forced 
us to come to terms with the fragility of life. Some 
of us may have lost our jobs while others may have 
experienced personal loss or adverse mental health 
effects during the lockdown. Such major upheavals 
at the workplace or in personal life could prompt 
a rethink among team members (or even leaders) 
about their career aspirations and a reconsideration 
of what brings meaning and purpose to their 
lives. The popularity of the Japanese term Ikigai 
(meaning “life purpose”) and phenomena like the 
Great Resignation or Reshuffle, too suggest that 
these are major preoccupations of a large part of 
the workforce today.

The concept of Ikigai urges us to identify that 
sweet spot where our skills and interests match 
well with what the world needs and is willing to 
pay for (Garcia & Miralles, 2016). Such a reflection 
requires a holistic approach to making career 
choices. It requires great clarity about one’s own 
strengths, weaknesses, and interests. Mindfulness 
could provide this clarity. Even with this clarity, 
a perfect career choice might not exist. Trade-
offs might be inevitable. Once a choice has been 
made, circumstances might quickly change 
rendering it unviable. Here, mindfulness teaches 
us to be equanimous. We can mentally pause 
and realize that outcomes are not completely in 
our control. With a decentered approach, we can 
prevent rumination and focus on what needs to be 
done next. Here, it is important to point out that 
some Eastern traditions also include ‘compassion 
meditation’ as part of their practices. Thus, a leader 
would not only display these qualities but also 
help their team members imbibe this approach 
and help them avoid being miserable about their 
career choices.
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The benefits of this simple yet powerful practice 
have been so great that mindfulness practises 
and interventions are being integrated into a 
variety of institutional settings such as corporates, 
hospitals, schools, the military, and even prisons 
(Creswell, 2017). Organizations (https://www.
dhamma.org/) and Apps (such as Headspace, 
Insight Timer, Calm) are making mindfulness 
more accessible. Latest research on mindfulness 
shows that meditative practises can also be 
combined with aspects of forms of therapy such 
as acceptance and commitment therapy and 
cognitive behavioural therapy (Pei et al., 2021). 
Indeed, the best practices from the East and the 
West could be combined to yield synergistic 
benefits.

So, let’s lead, keep calm and be mindful!
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To summarize, 
mindfulness helps 
leaders to have 
better focus, respond 
(not react) to 
stressful situations, 
overcome unhelpful 
habits, and be role 
models for their 
team members.
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The world is changing rapidly – this is what they 
used to say thirty years ago when I started my 
career journey. We say the same thing now within 
boardrooms. Truth is that our world is as it has 
always been. Witnessing constant change. 

This realisation, however, changes nothing for you 
and me, the organizations we belong to or the 
people to whom we are answerable. But, in face 
of the dramatic shifts we are seeing, we cannot 
afford to indulge in cliches anymore. 

Throughout the past decade, we have seen changes 
that are an entire magnitude of proportions 
greater than anything our previous generations 
have had to deal with. Your businesses may be 
disrupted in the near term from competition that 
is not even born yet; it may not even come from 
the market that you operate in; it could be from 
somewhere completely unforeseen – a regulatory 
change, a teenager’s science project or as we have 
all experienced, a virus. 

The expectation is that this speed and this scale 
of disruption are only set to increase in the times 
to come. While technology is a big driver of 
this, we have others on our plate too - financial 
uncertainties, geopolitical shifts, environmental 
upheavals, and sociocultural changes.

These are manifest in the way we work, the 
constitution of our workforce, and the design of our 
workplaces.

Organisations have woken up to the situation. 
And yet, the struggle remains.

Technology continues to build pace, hurtling us 
into a smart and smarter future. Automation is 
creating efficiencies of scale, fuelling the rise of 
the gig economy, mainstreaming of remote work, 
and simultaneously taking over low-skilled jobs. 
Workforces are both, increasingly globalised and 
fractured at the same time resulting in a deeper 

impact on our organizational environment and 
all aspects of the 3Ws – work, workforce, and 
workplaces.

Workplace culture is beginning to reflect the 
decades of conscious effort invested in improving 
diversity - gender, race, religion, orientation and 
others. While far from becoming universal, this 
effort is now having to contend with generational 
conflict within its workforce. Boomers in charge of 
strategy are seeking to understand their millennial 
and Gen Z colleagues and oftentimes struggling 
through it. Unless organizations create better 
mechanisms for building deeper understanding 
and respect for the specific needs of different 
cohorts, these chasms could widen, limiting their 
ability to resonate with their consumers and 
impacting business sustainability.

Added to this mix is the poly-crisis stemming from 
the trifecta of geopolitical changes, the global 
economic slowdown, and the cascading impact of 
environmental degradation. Increasingly, business 
organizations recognise that they need to manage 
all of these disruptions and cater to a significantly 
larger gamut of varied stakeholders. Putting the 
right kind of leadership in place is now a strategic 
imperative. It is the only thing in our control here. 
The highest order task for organizations today is 
to identify the new type of leaders who will play 
a pivotal role in business sustainability. It requires 
them to recraft the leadership narrative, unlearn 
what they know about performative leadership 
and explore other, newer styles.

Managing change at this scale requires leadership 
that is well and truly experienced in it. Unfortunately, 
this experience is not easily found and definitely 
not wide enough because this situation has few 
parallels in recent history. The leaders we have sent 
up the pipeline so far are the ones layered with years 
and years of experience in an environment that has 
had incremental change. They have nurtured deep 
expertise in specific areas, and they are groomed 
to drive performance within their organizations. 
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On the other hand, leaders that we need today 
would feel energized by uncertainty, draw 
patterns from seemingly unrelated events, and 
innovate on the go. They pull their weight by their 
ability to put together teams of specialists and 
orchestrate them to perform and deliver. They 
are by default non-hierarchical; diversity-driven; 
synthesizers of individual effort, and focused on 
successfully orchestrating outcomes.  Problem is, 
they are also extremely rare. 

This is the main reason for the appearance of 
a vacuum in our leadership teams overall. In 
boardrooms where succession planning is taken 
seriously, the key concern being voiced is, how do 
we solve this? 

Successful leadership in an era of uncertainty

In this increasingly unpredictable world, the 
linearity between cause and effect is diminished. 
Our ability to predict outcomes is seriously 
assessed. This world spins in favour of people who 
adapt on the go. It includes not just professional 
skills but also the wide repertoire of the mindset, 
the subjects that interest them, and the type of 
people they are able to connect with. 

Their superpower is not what they can do but 
the entire range of things they can grasp and 
reach out for meaningfully, while ‘teaming the 
specialists’ into achieving their vision. These are 
versatilists and they stand apart from the two roles 
our work culture has traditionally acknowledged 
i.e., generalists and specialists. 

Generalists are a sort of jack of all trades, favouring 
breadth over depth. On the opposite end stand 
the specialists. 

However, time now beckons a third category – the 
versatilists. They are the lizards or the crocodiles 
that survived the asteroid hit which wiped out 
the mighty dinosaurs and most of the other life 
forms on the planet. Their versatility in terms of 
the habitats they can thrive in as well as their diet 
and food intake gave them the edge.

Versatilists are life-long learners and explorers. 
They spot patterns from diverse sets of data and 
connect with people from diverse fields. Inclusive
by default, they mark the move from directive 
leadership to influential leadership. Perception

is that versatilists have a lot in common with 
generalists. Far out. Versatilists are different kinds 
of specialists. They specialise in adaptation. 

Our organizations need to tap into their unique 
abilities because they know how to thrive in 
uncertainty. The top leadership within organizations 
must quickly make way for the versatilists in their 
midst. It will not be easy because versatilists are 
often found living outside of the box. 

If like me, you see organizational culture as the soil 
that nurtures the requisite mindset and skillsets 
- the seeds of success, you know our task as HR 
professionals are cut out: we must work to create 
opportunities for our leaders and our organizations 
to become versatilists.

It will require new strategies, different learning and 
development programmes, and systemic change 
in how we define and view performance. Here are 
some key actions I recommend: 

Create a diversity of experiences

We need to offer intense immersive experiences to 
our people. Cross-functionality across various roles 
and responsibilities adjacent to core functions 
enables versatility. Most organizations start well 
down this path with immersive management 
trainee programs but lose steam eventually. Systems 
designed to reward performance consistency 
may end up demotivating the versatilists. We can 
change this by building the ‘versatile experience 
framework’ deeper into the organization. 

Incentivise non-linear career paths 

Build paths to recognise and hire people who 
may have tried and failed at bringing their ‘bold’ 
ideas to fruition. Lobby for a systemic change that 
encourages selection for versatility. Failing (and 
learning) new ways of doing things is probably a 
good indicator of people who will succeed in an 
environment that is changing as rapidly as it is.

Recommit to DEI

Foster a ‘Diversity-Equity-Inclusion’ first culture 
that goes beyond existing tropes of equality by 
ensuring psychological and emotional safety at 
your workplace. It is this ecosystem that will truly 
nurture and protect diversity in its truest sense and
deliver a clear positive impact on organizational 
performance. 

The onus clearly is on us. 
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The first time I performed on stage was when I 
was seventeen, playing a character double my 
age, a married woman who loved to pretend and 
narrate made-up stories about how rich she was. 
That character would often dress up in rented 
gold jewellery and glamorous dresses. It was the 
appearance and the confidence of that character 
that got people to believe that the stories she told 
indeed were true. The character reminded me of 
the quote ‘fake it till you make it’.

This also jogs my memory of a similar quote and 
popular dialogue from the movie- “Catch me if 
you can” directed by Steven Spielberg. The movie 
is about a con artist Frank Abagnale who duped 
people using his charm, confidence, and the art of 
deception. The dialogue is as follows:

Frank Abagnale Sr.: You know why the Yankees 
always win, Frank?
Frank Abagnale, Jr.: Cause they have Mickey 
Mantle?
Frank Abagnale Sr.: No, it’s ‘cause the other teams 
can’t stop staring at those damn pinstripes.

To decode the dialogue, it would simply mean that 
the Yankees always win because the opposing 
team is so distracted by the uniforms worn by the 
Yankees -- in this case, the pinstripes, that they 
are unable to focus on playing good baseball. 
It’s not the strength of the players, it’s the art of 
deception.

This unfolds a narrative that if you have the 
confidence and can master the art of deception, 
then you can get away with the murder of 
authenticity and win battles across walks of life. 
Such as, maybe land up with a job that you don’t 
have complete skills for. Or. create perceptions 
about your leadership abilities and inclusive 
values at the workplace, but in reality, you may 
hold multiple biases. Or, choose not to have a 
difficult conversation with a stakeholder but 
go with more yes-manship to earn the brownie 
points.  

But the question is, is there a cost to inauthenticity, 
can you always fake it till you make it?

The price of inauthenticity and faking it

Emotional and mental drain 
As per Manuel Kraus, a positive psychology 
specialist and founder of Good Life Foundation, 
inauthenticity is draining -- 

“It takes a toll on our energy and mental capacity to 
pretend we’re someone we’re not.”

In order to make one fake story about oneself 
believable, one needs to constantly cook up 
additional supporting stories. This constantly 
puts us in a space of pressure and stress, which 
ultimately leads to exhaustion and impacts our 
productivity at work.

Threatens our sense of self

Authenticity is owning up to who we are, our 
voices, values, needs, self-expression, interests, 
strengths, and passions. When we work against our 
inner truths and needs by driving inauthenticity, 
we threaten our sense of self and identity.
Many of us are trying  to ‘fit in’ in organizational 
cultures and practices, and be inauthentic as a 
result.

I was coaching a senior woman leader, who had 
shared that in her professional journey, she had 
started smoking cigarettes and talking tough, only 
to fit in with her male colleagues. She wanted to 
feel strong.

Our coaching journey helped her identify her 
own strengths beyond the gender construct and 
helped her let go of limiting mental models of 
unconsciously mirroring men to feel strong. As a 
woman, she was able to harness her own power 
and unique voice.

This made her feel more relaxed, comfortable and 
in control.
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Lack of consistency 

According to leadership coach (PCC) – Kelly 
Labreque, 

“Inconsistency could be something as slight as a 
micro-expression (your eyes don’t smile when your 
mouth does). Or it could be major (she said she was 
going to do x, but did y instead without explanation). 
Most interpret this as the flashing red light on the 
dashboard of our consciousness labelled -suspicion.”

Inauthenticity distracts talent from doing what 
they excel at. The lack of alignment with core 
strengths and authenticity is observable through 
inconsistent actions and behaviours. This gives 
others in the team an opportunity to observe and 
make note of the inconsistency and they begin to 
hold negative perceptions and theories.

Harter’s (2002) definition in the Handbook of 
Positive Psychology specifies that authenticity 
requires a person’s thoughts and feelings to be 
consistent with their actions. The contradictions 
would significantly impact creditability and 
trust (ref: article by Kelly Labreque on authentic 
leadership).

Impacts leadership purpose

As leaders transition into senior leadership roles, 
many would like to work on self-actualisation, 
their purpose statements, and know what they 
stand for and the legacy and culture they want to 
drive for their teams. Inauthenticity will distract 
them from their core values and shaping purpose. 
The route of inauthenticity would lead to getting 
lost in survival tactics rather than transcending 
from an ego system to an ecosystem.

The gift of authenticity

According to Brené Brown who is an American 
professor, acclaimed author, and podcast host, 

“Authenticity is the daily practice of letting go 
of whom we think we’re supposed to be and 
embracing who we are. Choosing authenticity 
means cultivating the courage to be imperfect, 
to set boundaries, and to allow ourselves to be 
vulnerable; exercising the compassion that comes 
from knowing that we are all made of strength 
and struggle; and nurturing the connection and 
sense of belonging that can only happen when we 

believe that we are enough. Authenticity demands 
wholehearted living and loving—even when it’s 
hard, even when we’re wrestling with the shame and 
fear of not being good enough, and especially when 
the joy is so intense that we’re afraid to let ourselves 
feel it. Mindfully practising authenticity during our 
most soul-searching struggles is how we invite grace, 
joy, and gratitude into our lives.”

Mindful behaviours of authenticity

Deeper self-awareness and authentic leadership  
To be aligned with authenticity it is important to 
understand our self-concept, emotions, strengths, 
limitations, values, purpose, and inner truths. 
‘Authentic Leadership’ as a term gained popularity 
and was used by Bill George in the book, 
‘Authentic Leadership: Rediscovering the secrets 
to creating lasting value‘. Authentic leadership is 
a management style in which leaders are ethical, 
genuine, self-aware, and transparent. Authentic 
leaders inspire trust and loyalty by displaying 
consistency in behaviours, words and actions, 
and giving open and direct feedback. They are 
purpose-driven and encourage their team to 
be themselves. Researchers state that authentic 
leadership has a strong relationship with an 
employee’s job satisfaction and is an important 
predictor of organisational commitment and 
workplace happiness. 

Letting go of the narratives that don’t serve us

As stated by Brene Brown, letting go of whom we 
think we are supposed to be and embracing our 
true selves can be helpful to attain authenticity. 
Understanding what narratives about self and 
society are holding us back from expressing our 
truth is critical. . Is it our identities that no longer 
serve us that stop us from being authentic? Or 
do social judgement, applied shame, socially 
acceptable norms, validation from others or any 
other mental model have an impact on us?. A 
deeper awareness of this and making a conscious 
attempt of letting go helps us embrace authenticity 
and greater fulfilment.

Standing tall on our beliefs and practising 
discretion

Many a time, when there is external pressure 
from stakeholders, processes or the system, as 
authentic leaders do we stand tall and challenge 
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the assumptions, practise discretion, and critical 
thinking, and ask the right questions?

Daily mindfulness

Being authentic requires practice and the ability 
to tune into our core self. Practices of mindfulness 
and efforts on a daily basis help us declutter 
our thoughts and bring in more conviction and 
confidence.
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To conclude, it is 
widely known that 
authenticity is the 
gold standard of 
leadership, but in 
order to arrive at 
gold and sustain 
authenticity, a 
process of inner 
alchemy and 
transformation is 
required.
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Let’s start with Merriam-Webster’s word of the 
year 2022 – gaslighting. Gaslighting is a common 
phenomenon seen at the workplace. Some 
examples include statements like “Be grateful that 
you still have a job.” and “Don’t be emotional.” 

Next up is goblin mode, Oxford Dictionary’s word 
of the year 2022. Goblin mode, probably, can be 
seen as another term for quite quitting or maybe, 
a ‘weird’ self-expression of Gen Z that’s difficult to 
comprehend or accept, and unexpected. To add, 
The Economic Times says it to be ‘(behaviour that) 
…HR departments try to veer away anyone they 
consider ‘weak-minded’ from.

The third word is ghosting. The word says it all. 
Hiring managers/HR personnel ghost jobseekers. 
Selected candidates ghost employers on the day 
of joining. Colleagues ghost colleagues. 

From the above, I may, perhaps, not be wrong 
to say that today’s workplace is in the 3G era. 
And I am not trying to be funny here. Each of 
the above can be elaborated further with their 
nuances and interlinkages. There can be distinct 
interpretations too. But what’s important to note 
is that the above phenomena are active at the 
workplace. They have business implications. And 
there is an impact on the business brand. Clearly, 
they are negative at both levels. 

It is in this backdrop that I would like to introduce 
my thoughts. I feel there is an utter need for HR 
personnel to reimagine themselves. So, while it 
may sound odd, but to present my point rather 
dramatically, I go as far as to envision HR personnel 
as samurai warriors within the organization to 
beat the 3G phenomena. And the ‘brand’ is the 
all-powerful sword they wield.

Brand and HR?

One must first accept that a brand is not just a 

logo, label, or a leaflet. Nor is it just amazing creative 
work. It is a set of behaviours and actions that 
contribute to the organizational vision and mission 
and reflect its values in practice. It means every 
person within the organization has a role to play. 
Consequently, this implies that marketing function 
alone does not sustain branding as an outward 
facing activity (although that is one aspect). Rather 
the business creates the brand with each one in 
the organization.

Brand not simply as a communication element, but as 
one vision that drives business performance, culture, 
experience and attitude 

Hence, to reiterate, ideally a brand may be seen to 
be within the purview of the marketing. But as a 
function of business, it is a set of guiding principles 
and defined behaviours that ensure a desired 
image. But importantly, they also need to address 
the key stakeholder group of the organization – 
the employees, their issues, their sentiments and 
sensibilities, their views and the assurance of their 
happiness and well-being at large.

This is where the HR personnel step in. 

HR functions in organizations have traditionally 
been seen more as that of compliance, process 
enforcement, and resolutions pertaining to 
employee affairs at various levels and areas. This, of 
course, makes their role extremely important.  And 
it gets important with culture building, employer 
branding and employee value propositions having 
gained currency. But while it may fall under their 
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direct purview, their role goes beyond to ensure 
the implementation of the same as the actions 
across the employee pool.

It would also be prudent to add here that while 
many organizations have inspiring vision, mission, 
and values, these are for not for only putting on 
websites or for adorning on office walls. Ensuring 
they are lived is where the HR function has a 
critical role. 

This makes the brand a domain of the HR 
personnel. 

The First People of the Organization 
“No fear.
No surprise.
No hesitation.
No doubt.”
                - Miyamoto Musaschi, Japanese Swordsman

The HR must help employees navigate through 
the 3G phenomena in general, and through 
specific instances. 

A brand is as good as it acts and not simply what it 
says. In general, HR personnel need to ensure that 
employee experiences are consistent and that the 
brand is living up to what it is promising.

But there are times, the brand must turn into a 
sword. 

It must be picked up and struck when needed. Else 
it rusts in the pretty PowerPoint decks or as words 
in the wall frames. Sometimes, ‘practicality’ must 
take a backseat. It calls for repeatedly breaking 
the illusion that HR function needs to say ‘yes’ to 
leadership always. 

The brand that shouts authenticity needs 
its samurai warriors that can keep nudging 
leadership to be just that – authentic. The brand 
that shouts, ‘respect for all’, needs its samurai 
warriors that can strike the managers who ask, 
‘Are you planning a baby?’ to female candidates in 
their interviews. And these samurai warriors must 
be the HR personnel.

They need to be the First People of the 
organization. “No fear. No surprise. No hesitation. 
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 No doubt.” – That should be their attitude. This will 
instil trust and propagate the desired culture.

Employees need to see them being more alert, 
eager to do right and act right. No points to state 
the obvious here then that HR personnel need to 
understand the brand best, and they also need to 
practice the brand best. 

From ‘MAM’ to ‘MOM’ to ‘WAM’
“When following the way, do not be afraid of dying.”
                   - Miyamoto Musaschi, Japanese Swordsman

“Kill one. Terrify a thousand.” 
                                                                                                - Sun Tzu

The Samurai image envisioned for HR personnel is 
in no way a suggestion of cultivating a rebellious 
streak. It is rather as humble as a plea would be to 
‘not shoot the messenger’. The brand alignment 
with employees (individually and as distinct 
departments/units) and leadership curated by 
the HR personnel is rather seen as an attempt to 
sustain a thriving business and working culture 
with assured individuals at all levels.

Also, while it is easy to get lost in the managerial 
dynamics, like it may exist in other departments, 
the HR function cannot be plagued by it. It will 
have to reinvent itself to work as a unified team. 
They, probably, will need to break hierarchy among 
themselves. Only then can a brand be curated 
collectively in the larger interest of business. 

This also means taking a stand at the cost of 
foreseeing repercussions while enforcing the 
brand in practice. It means choosing between 
turning a blind-eye vs letting a bold voice bellow. 
It may mean rallying for employee benefits beyond 
money as also joining in the chorus that ‘managers 
aren’t gods’. Sometimes, it may mean questioning 
a decision of the CEO that’s discordant with the 
brand principles. 

To lay out a picture, the HR personnel may have to 
traverse from –  
My A** Matters (MAM) to 
My Organization Matters (MOM) to 
We All Matter (WAM)

Where,
MAM – A mindset to ditch 



MOM – An action to demonstrate the brand 
principles 
WAM – An emergent integrated culture seeded in 
brand as at the core

This will inspire a tag-along behaviour among so 
many more with the HR personnel leading the 
way.  

End note
“Honour may not win power, but it wins respect. 
And respect earns power.” 
                                                                          - Ishida Mitsunari

What I have proposed is just the tip of the 
iceberg and metaphorical in its articulation. Most 
certainly, it has many more facets.

But for one, the brand is a very powerful asset – 
not only economically for a business – but at a 
raw human level. If practiced well from within, 
“people are our most valued assets” will cease to a 
mere lip-service by leadership teams. Employees 
will be a happier and more productive lot with 
HR personnel ensuring there is no ghosting (by 
them or other managers), no gaslighting (by 
demonstrating no-tolerance at any level), and 
hopefully, inching towards better tackling of the 
goblin mode among people. 

Brand as an interface between business and people 
understood and upheld primarily by HR Personnel
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In essence, by 
knowing the brand, 
by living the brand, 
by demonstrating 
the brand, the HR 
personnel are true 
People Practitioners 
– as I would like 
to call them – who 
can stand for the 
o r g a n i z a t i o n ’ s 
people, whatever be 
the barriers. Led by 
the brand, my call 
to action for them 
would be ‘Be Gallant. 
Galvanize.’ An iconic 
brand is defined by 
its people.
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The entrepreneurial mind-set is a popular topic. 
Business press talks about it frequently and 
business schools offer programs devoted to 
“cultivating the entrepreneurial mind-set.” If 
there is indeed such a thing as an entrepreneurial 
mind-set which is distinct to young and budding 
organizations, there must be a mind-set which is 
distinct to mature and large organizations. What 
is it and why does it receive such little attention? 
If mature organizations are studying the 
entrepreneurial mind-set and its attributes, isn’t 
there anything of value that young organizations 
can learn from their mature counterparts? 
Perhaps, mature and large organizations have not 
displayed anything worth emulating!

In pursuit of the mature mindset, a good starting 
point is to consider what distinguishes mature 
organizations. As organizations mature, apart 
from becoming more complex, they tend to 
become large and powerful. Dr. Geoffrey Jones 
of Harvard observes that free enterprise always 
turns into capitalism. So, he recommends a mind-
set which accepts the responsibility which comes 
with power and influence. While RESPONSIBILITY 
may seem as the first natural attribute of a mature 
mind-set, do we see it in practice? Unfortunately, 
from the financial crises to Wells Fargo, from 
Volkswagen to Toshiba, there is ample evidence 
to the contrary. When Facebook CEO, Mark 
Zuckerberg admitted to lawmakers that “we didn’t 
take a broad enough view of our responsibility, 
and that was a big mistake,” he could well have 
been speaking for many large corporations. 

Given their size and impact, society cannot afford 
the derailment of big organizations. Mature 
organizations, therefore, need to be not only 
responsible but also fit for the future and focused 
on long-term value creation. However, we often 
find organizations taking a myopic view of their 
business. As Sir Martin Sorrell of WPP puts it, 
short-termism rules the boardrooms of the world.

Interestingly, a recent study by McKinsey featured 
in HBR finds that “companies that operate with 
a true long-term mind-set have consistently 
outperformed their industry peers since 2001 
across almost every financial measure that matters.” 
Companies such as Unilever and Amazon exemplify 
such LONG-TERMISM. In recognition of the acute 
need for long-term thinking, Canada Pension Plan 
Investment Board, McKinsey & Company, Black 
Rock, The Dow Chemical Company and Tata Sons 
joined hands to form FCLT Global in 2016. It’s a 
not-for-profit organization devoted to “encourage 
long-term behaviours in business and investment 
decision-making.”

RESPOSIBILITY & LONG-TERMISM may neither fully 
represent the mature mind-set nor be unique to 
mature organizations but they do hold greater 
significance for them given their size and power. 
Responsibility and Long-termism form the banks 
between which mature organizations must let 
their energies flow.  

A Dipstick Study

To further explore the existence and composition 
of the mature mindset, we interviewed several 
senior management executives across mature 
organizations to check if any distinct mindset 
emerges and with what attributes. 

We chose organisations which have been in 
business for at least 20 years and have over 1000 
employees with annual revenues of over INR 10 
billion. Furthermore, all participating executives 
had been working in their respective organisations 
for at least 3 years and held a senior management 
position. Altogether, 21 such senior executives 
from organisations across industry sectors were 
quizzed. To all of them, we asked the same question 
– “Which three words best describe the mindset 
of your organisation?” When we looked at the 
responses, this is what we found -
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1. Mature organizations did not appear to share     
    a common mindset which would represent       
    them as a class.

2. ‘Responsibility’ and ‘Long-termism’ did not      
    seem to feature collectively or significantly in      
    the mindset of these mature organisations (even                           
through a synonym check)

These preliminary findings suggest that the 
entrepreneurial mindset may come naturally to 
most entrepreneurial organizations but a mature 
mindset does not come so naturally to all mature 
organizations. It must be consciously developed. 
Perhaps the reason why the entrepreneurial 
mindset gets more attention is because it is 
displayed frequently by young organizations. It 
exists whereas a mature mindset might just be an 
idea (or ideal).

AMITESH GIR
(This article is an abridged version of a Paper 
which was selected and presented at the 5th 
Global Entrepreneurship & Innovation Conference 
in Amsterdam)
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“ E n t r e p r e n e u r i a l 
mindset may 
come to most 
e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l 
organizations but 
mature  mindset  
may not     come 
to most mature 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s ”. 
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Social psychological research reveals that a 
leader-follower structure emerges spontaneously 
even when groups set out to be leaderless (Bales, 
1951; Bass, 1954)

This 70-year-old insight continues to govern our 
fundamental construct of leadership. Needless to 
say, that this has been true for the most part but 
the reductionist in us may infer that the leader 
emerges. (Que drumroll), ‘the hero will rise’ or 
someone in black T’s and blue denim will save 
the world. Recent studies with a troop of baboons 
reveal otherwise, more on that later in the article.

A well-documented interpersonal dynamic that 
occurs in psychoanalysis is ‘transference’. This 
phenomenon that occurs when the patient 
‘transfers’ their relationship with one or both of 
their parents onto the psychoanalyst. Although 
‘discovered’ in psychoanalysis this phenomenon 
is not limited to the psychoanalytic setting. By 
contrast, it is something which occurs frequently 
in our personal relationships. We transfer onto the 
other person (the ‘other’) an aspect of our own 
psychology.

Jungian psychology establishes archetypes 
(consider typical forms of transference) viz. The 
mother (queen), The father (king), The child 
(prince/princess), The lover, The nemesis, The 
hero/saviour, The fool or joker, The genius or 
magician, The diva, The rebel.

The common understanding of leadership heavily 
leans towards the saviour archetype. Which is 
not essentially good or bad. The transference, 
typical of any archetype, has dual nature. It can 
heal or harm. The saviour or messiah complex in 
us is unconsciously projected onto people of high 
social status (power, position, influence etc.)

The Healing: you are now able to actively engage, 
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interact and dialogue with the ‘saviour’. The harm: 
your propensity to be dependent on the saviour 
may increase.

Therefore, the visual image of a masculine person 
pointing a finger towards a summit. This is what 
most people get when asked to think of a leader.

TROOP OF BABOONS

In 2015, Margaret Crofoot, an anthropologist at 
UC Davis, outfitted 25 of the baboons with GPS-
monitoring collars and released them so they could 
track decision-making in the wild.

As the troop wonders in search of food in the 
morning, researchers expected the troop to 
follow the alpha’s (designated leader) direction 
unanimously. However, contrary to the expected 
outcome. If a leading baboon points in one 
direction and simultaneously others point in a 
different direction. The researchers found that 
either the troop will split the difference or choose 
democratically.

Furthermore, they found that social status in the 
group did not matter in the decision-making 
process. A baboon didn’t have to be an alpha to get 
the group’s vote, and leaders could be either male 
or female, designated alpha or otherwise as well. 
This highlights a difference between leadership 
and social status -- two roles that are often mistaken 
for one another.

The fallacy: 

A leader is leadership i.e., only leaders demonstrate 
leadership or rather whatever leaders demonstrate is 

leadership.

But if leadership is not about social status. WHAT 
IS LEADERSHIP?
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Revisiting our fundamental construct of leadership, and how our understanding of leadership 
development has evolved over the last 70 years.



The award-winning author, James Mc Gregor 
Burns in his book Leadership describes leadership 
as one of the most observed but least understood 
phenomena in the world. (1978, p.2)

Also, refer to Google Ngram (a graph showing 
how phrases have occurred in a corpus of books 
over the years). It shows:
o   ‘Leader’ has been consistently appearing since                                 
     the 1800s.

o  ‘Leadership’ started rising around 1900s and        
     overtook ‘Leader’ in 1950s.

It highlights the rise of “Leadership” over “Leader” 
around the 1950s. (history recall: the 1950s is the 
post-WWII phase when countries were trying every 
means to rebuild themselves economically, socially, 
and politically).

This reference can be used to understand the 
evolution of Leadership’s definition and ways 
to develop it. (Also reflected in works of Simon 
Western, Leadership: A Critical Text and others)

EARLIEST LEADERSHIP THEORY

In the 19th century, Thomas Carlyle believed and 
wrote ‘the history of the world is the biography of 
great men’.

He is further attributed to the development of the 
‘Great Man Theory’. One of the earliest leadership 
theories suggested ‘leaders are born, not made’ 
i.e., some people are born to lead as leadership 
qualities are innate. 

The theory is based on the rationale that
•   All people are born with some innate traits
•   Certain traits produce certain patterns of        
    behavior
•   People are “born” with leadership traits

This theory focused on answering the, ‘Who can 
demonstrate leadership?’ It justified the earlier

models of oligarchy and monarchy for countries 
and for small family-owned businesses.

However, The Great Person Theory of Leadership 
(name changed later to remove gender bias) 
became to be criticized over time, as it undermines 
the impact of society, education, and the social 
environment to give focus on innate abilities.

Unlike popular opinion, GP is not dead. Gender, skin 
colour, neurodivergence, language, institutional 
affiliation, country of origin etc. continue to influence 
who is considered to potentially demonstrate 
leadership. 

This fallacy:

The “great person” fallacy: This is the belief that 
leaders are born, not made, and that some people are 
simply destined to be leaders. This fallacy ignores the 
fact that leadership skills can be developed through 

education and practice.

However, with evident failure and challenges of 
relying on GP theory. The majority started asking if 
not who then, ‘What builds leadership?’

TRAIT THEORY

Leadership definition evolved to identify traits 
associated with successful leaders. Even today books 
and articles shout about various traits necessary for 
the 21st-century, VUCA world (or other catch of the 
year).

In 1948, Ralph Melvin Stogdill analysed data and 
findings from over a hundred leadership-related 
studies available at the time to arrive at 27 intrinsic 
traits of Leadership (groups of factors).

It captured appearance, fluency of speech, self-
confidence, knowledge, judgement, Originality, 
popularity, sense of humour, adaptability, and 
adventurousness among others.

The theory is based on the rationale that
•   Successful leaders demonstrate some common       
    traits
•   These common traits make successful leaders

This theory focused on answering the, ‘What 
qualifies as leadership?’ It justified the success and 
failure of leaders chosen with the belief of the GP 
theory.
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However, the trait theory of leadership is criticised 
over the efficacy of developing 27 traits. It also 
ignores organizational and market context by 
providing an umbrella solution.

The fallacy:

The “one size fits all” fallacy: This is the belief 
that a single leadership development program, 
list of traits or approach can be effective for all 

leaders, regardless of their individual needs and 
characteristics. In reality, effective leadership 

development programs should be tailored to the 
specific needs and goals of individual leaders.

Part of trait theory evolved into today’s 
competency framework. Which argues to 
replicate traits of outgoing successful leaders 
into emerging leaders. By extension forcing Tim 
Cook to demonstrate Steve Jobs’s competencies. 
Doesn’t that sound like a ‘success’ formula?

Leadership development with this theoretical 
background becomes capacity-building 
workshops to develop Hi-Pots on trend-based, 
leadership-aligned topics which align with the 
organization’s competency framework. Which 
nonetheless adds value, however far more limited 
than expected, more on this later.

Furthermore, researchers realized they were 
studying the input rather than the output i.e., 
the person who is suitable for leadership and the 
traits which make leadership. It shifted to output 
asking, ‘What leadership does which contributes 
to success?’

THE BEHAVIOURIST THEORY

This is where we go back to the rise of Leadership 
post-1950. It looks not at the traits or abilities of 
leaders but at their behaviour. At this point several 
theories start emerging focusing on, ‘What does 
leadership demonstrate?’

By the 1960s, people knew that 

-  Socially designed position of leader does not      
   mean leadership. 
-  Leadership is not a predisposition to traits and      
   conditions of birth.  
- No single set of leadership traits can ensure      
  success across internal and external scenarios. 
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Therefore, the rationale for the behaviour theory of 
leadership was based on 
•   Anyone can develop leadership with practice      
    and Education
•   Successful leadership behaviours can be observed      
and categorised as leadership styles

This led to a swan of theories, sometimes known 
as “Style theories”. One leading theory identified 
five leadership styles viz Autocratic, Bureaucratic, 
Charismatic, Democratic/ Participative, and Laissez-
Faire Leadership Style.

It also paved the way to now established, 
‘Situational leadership’ by Ken Blanchard and 
the team. It defined 4 leadership styles based on 
the situation identified by the team/ individual’s 
competency-commitment matrix. 

The “Contingency Theory” is a further enhancement 
of the former theory that emphasizes identifying 
the key situational variables that help in predicting 
the most appropriate leadership style capable of 
catering to that particular circumstance.

These theories contributed to the next wave of 
leaders who occupied critical roles and lead key 
projects. However, they were always confused 
between thin boundaries of different styles. Nicholls 
(1985) criticized the theory saying that it lacks 
consistency, conformity, and continuity. Which 
contributed to brittle taxonomy and overlapping 
naming conventions – e.g. “democratic”, “coaching”, 
“visionary” (as opposed to “authoritarian”) styles 
etc.

Leadership development with this theory is based 
on building capacity in different styles. A common 
pitfall for the same is to consider some styles 
better than others and/or ignore an individual’s 
propensity towards some style more than others. 

The “one size fits all” fallacy continues by pushing 
individuals to choose from a few styles irrespective 
of individual propensity and external challenge.

Furthermore, post Behaviour theory of leadership 
the flood gates opened of how leadership is 
understood. Erkutlu (2014) summarized some of 
the key leadership definitions which emerged over 
time.



Therefore, the fallacy

The “Leadership definition” fallacy: This is the belief 
that key stakeholders like participants, managers, 

HR heads, business heads etc. align on the 
leadership definition. This fallacy ignores the fact 
that the leadership definition needs to be aligned 
with the organization’s context before creating a 

leadership development program.

Contributing an operational definition of leadership 
to support the calibration process. Leadership is 
our ability to respond to a crisis by transforming 
oneself and inspiring others by leveraging 
structures/processes/culture and/or other 
emerging macro-micro levers.

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT APPROACHES
Evolution and diversification of Leadership’s 
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     Author              Description

Hemphill 
and Coons 
(1957)

Leadership is the behaviour 
of the management of group 
activities by the individual in 
line with a shared purpose.

Bass (1960)

Leadership is the sum of 
information and the ability 
to be able to gather a group 
of people around certain 
purposes and prod them into 
action for performing these 
purposes

Stogdill 
(1974)

Leadership is being able to 
prod a structure into action 
with mutual behaviour and 
consensus and being able to 
continue this action.

Katz and 
Kahn (1978)

Leadership is interaction which 
has been developed except 
routine works and much more 
above them in direction of the 
mechanical structure of the 
organization

Burus (1978)

Leadership emerges when the 
motivations of followers are 
increased, met, and satisfied 
by using corporate, political, 
psychological and other 
resources.

Bennis 
and Nanus 
(1985)

Leadership is the driving 
power behind organizations 
in a rapidly changing world for 
them to keep step with this 
change.

Yukl (1989)

Leadership is a person 
convinces other individuals 
when he acts as he said by 
emphasizing that progress will 
be made

Bass (1990)

A leader is an individual who 
becomes different from others 
due to the influence he made 
on the determination of the 
purpose and required activities 
to reach the purpose.

Robbins 
(1996)

Leadership is the capability 
of influencing the group in 
direction of reaching purposes.

     

Ankan   
(2001)

A leader is a person who has 
been assigned for directing 
group activities related to 
certain targets in the group and 
ensuring coordination or who 
undertakes these functions 
in the absence of an assigned 
leader.                

Zel (2001) 

Leadership is the sum of 
information and skills of 
gathering a group of people 
together and of prodding them 
into action, influencing them 
for the performance of these 
purposes. 

Tabak and et 
al. (2007) 

Leadership is, if there isn’t any, 
creating a group or team in 
line with a certain purpose and 
target and if there is, prodding 
it into action, managing and 
making it successful by making 
it have team spirit. 

Yukl (2012)

Leadership is the process of 
influencing employees for un-
derstanding needs and making a 
consensus on them and putting 
them into action effectively at 
the same time it includes the 
whole of individual and collec-
tive efforts in reaching shared 
purposes. 



definition contributed to the proportionate 
development of the Leadership development 
approaches.

Some common approaches 
•   Competency-based leadership development
•    Trait-based leadership development
•    Situational Leadership development

Apart from these common approaches, some 
other approaches which have gained momentum 
over recent years are:

Authentic Leadership Model by Bill George
This model brings authenticity characteristics in a 
leader by developing self-discipline, relationships, 
Heart, Purpose, and values.

Eco-Leadership Model by Simon Western
The training module is based on four “discourses” of 
a Leader namely the Controller, Therapist, Messiah 
and the Eco- leader (focusing on connectivity, 
interdependence, ethics and leadership spirit) 
based on Internal and External ecosystems.

Leader-Member Exchange Theory (LMX)
The development modules are based on the 
relationship between leaders and followers.

Servant Leadership by Robert Greenleaf
This theory is based on the humility of a leader to 
serve first. It returns the assumption of a leader 
development based on authority & power. The 
training module is built upon ten characteristics: 
listening, empathy, healing, awareness, 
persuasion, foresight, conceptualization, 
stewardship, growth and community building.

Among these, there are many other models and 
approaches to leadership development. Each 
of them adds value, however finding the right 
fitment for your organization’s needs is more 
important than debating their ranking.

The fallacy

The “best approach” fallacy: This is the belief that 
there can exist a Leadership Development model 

which is better than every other model. This fallacy 
ignores the context and wastes time looking at 

research-backed, consultant-recommended best 
models instead of contextually relevant ones.
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To avoid this fallacy, organizations understand 
the context of participants going through the 
leadership development program. It is done by 
understanding their current and future roles, 
understanding the challenges of participants and 
their managers, and 360-degree feedback, among 
other practices. This helps organizations and 
consultants identify or create contextual leadership 
development models. 

However, arriving at the model is only half the 
game. Establishing the methodology which will 
be used to ensure the development is the next 
question. “How would you go about leadership 
development?”

Herein, most of the earlier established leadership 
development models establish some traits, 
behaviours or competencies which need to be 
developed. Categorically focusing on “What” new 
needs to be developed.

Vertical Leadership Development focused on the 
evolution of self. It nudges that an individual’s 
identity needs to evolve for the person to ‘do’ 
differently. Robert Kegan in his research on vertical 
development establishes 5 levels of human 
development. Impulsive Mind, Imperial Mind, 
Socialized Mind, Self-Authoring Mind and Self-
Transforming Mind.

There are models for vertical leadership 
development. However, most are associated with 
dialogic facilitation, where an immersive-reflective 
space is created for participants to acknowledge 
existing mindsets and beliefs. Furthermore, set 
their vision to create momentum for new mindsets 
and beliefs.

The challenges of holding a dialogic space and 
push from a plethora of models on capacity 
building lead to the next fallacy.

The fallacy

The “training and development” fallacy: This 
is the belief that training and development are 

synonymous with leadership development. 
While training and development are important 

components of leadership development, they are 
not the only factors that contribute to effective 

leadership.



Acknowledging it is also an affordability issue. 
However, a stand-alone one-day leadership 
development workshop focused on capacity 
building of any competency/trait etc would not 
ensure leadership’s readiness to survive the VUCA 
world.

A go-to list for any successful leadership 
development program therefore can be crafted as 

1.  Capacity building: Workshops focusing on      
      identified competency gaps.

2.  Vertical development: Space for participants to         
     reflect and set a new mindset

3.  Coaching: 1:1 coaching from certified accredited                           
coaches to support an individual’s development     
     journey

4.  Action Project: Mentored projects to apply     
     learning from the program

Feedback, diversifying networks, and peer 
learning are salient sub-components of the above 
list among many others. 

The fallacy

The “quick fix” fallacy: This is the belief that 
leadership development can be achieved quickly 

and easily, a workshop or program will suffice. 
This fallacy ignores the ever-growing internal and 

external challenges.

CONCLUSION

Establishing the evolution of leader to leadership, 
along with its definitions and multiple approaches 
of development. 

Considering the 7 leadership development 
fallacies, the Steps of Leadership Development 
program which avoids them are:

1.   Aligning the operational definition of                 
      Leadership with key stakeholders.
2.   Understand the participant’s context.
3.  Creating a contextual leadership development              
      model.
4.  Leverage multiple methodologies for          
     leadership development programs.
5.  Run the program with rigorous follow-up.

It also nudges the organizations to break the 

mould and explore new unknown territories of 
leadership development.

As Lester Thurow argued: “Businesses must be 
willing to destroy the old while it is still successful 
if they wish to build the new that will be successful. 
If they don’t destroy themselves, others will destroy 
them”.
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In reality, leadership 
development is 
a long-iterative 
process that 
requires constant 
calibration and the 
creation of new 
avenues to support 
employees within 
the organization to 
deal with upcoming 
internal and 
external challenges.
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Zippia’s research suggests that 83% of businesses 
understand the importance of investing in 
leadership development at entry-level roles. 
Additionally, only 48% of employees view their 
company’s leaders as ‘high quality’. Developing 
leaders helps retain employees and improve the 
skill level of current employees to turn them into 
tomorrow’s leaders. 

Day (2000) noted that the distinction between 
developing individual leaders and developing 
leadership is potentially significant. 

Leader development focuses on developing 
individual leaders, whereas leadership 
development focuses on a process of growth 
involving multiple individuals (e.g., leaders and 
followers or among peers in a self-managed work 
team). However, several times these words are 
used interchangeably in practice. 

There is always a huge emphasis and need for 
leadership development within the organization. 
However, there is debate on the impact of 
leadership development. 

While one of the critical priorities of an 
organization is developing and empowering 
leaders, the organization should be aware of 
the 3P while not only creating and deploying a 
leadership journey but also thinking of why they 
need a leadership development program. 

Purpose

The organization expects the learning and talent 
team to bring outside-in view and get the best 
practices from competitors, industry, and market 
concerning best-in-class training programs, 
content, facilitator, and most importantly, learning 
frameworks. 

Organizations should ask a simple question of why 
we are doing what we are doing.

•    What will happen if we do not prioritize this in      
     our strategic initiatives for this year?

•      What will happen if this becomes a top 3 strategic                                                                                                                                        
     priority?

•    Who will be a part of this leadership journey? 

•    What will we achieve out of this leadership                                  
     journey?

•    How will this impact the organizational                                                                             
     outcomes? 

Leadership development is not an intervention or 
a series of interventions. Instead, it is an ongoing 
journey that must be relevant and per the 
expectations of the business requirements. 

Organizational context is indispensable while 
thinking of the leadership development journey. 
The phase of organizational growth, the overall 
business strategy, the senior leadership, and 
their alignment, and sponsorship in investing 
in a developmental journey are pivotal aspects 
to be considered. The journey requires a high 
amount of commitment, sponsorship from the top 
management, and investment of time and effort of 
the participants rather than only an investment of 
cost. 

The designing of the leadership development 
programs should support the corporate strategy 
and affect both the organization and individuals. 
Leadership is not a one-way event but an 
interactive process involving the learner in a given 
context. (Northhouse,2010). Hence, something 
that has worked with organizations externally or 
internally earlier might not work in the current 
scenario because the purpose of the leadership 
development journey may need to be revised. The 
purpose of the leadership development journey 
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must have an organizational context and vital 
meaning aligned, impacting the organizational 
outcomes, and leading to business results.

Process
Holistic framework
Allen, Lonklin, and Hart (2006) defined 
“leadership development” as expanding an 
organization’s capacity to generate leadership 
to attain organizational goals. In sum, leadership 
development programs emphasize the formalized 
effort of individuals and organizations toward 
leader improvement. 

Usually, organizations intend to develop 
leadership competencies in their people to enable 
them to perform well in their current roles or create 
talent fungibility to take on more prominent roles. 
Therefore, the developmental journey’s outcome 
should further facilitate succession planning and 
talent mobility within the organizations. 

Embedding competencies relevant to the 
organization and its leaders is essential. 
Unfortunately, several competencies are 
dovetailed, and there is often too much 
expectation from a developmental journey. 
The expected outcome is to develop leaders 
at a proficiency level in these competencies. 
Therefore, designing the developmental journey 
is the fundamental core of a learning experience. 
The competencies are to be carefully identified and 
put together to ensure that the right and relevant 
competencies concerning the organization are 
selected to develop leaders. 

The identification of pertinent competencies is 
fundamental to the framework of the journey. 
Mostly, leadership journeys are a combination 
of various modules focusing on developing 
and strengthening competencies. However, it 
should be more than just myopic by including 
different modules either facilitated internally or 
in collaboration with B school. The highest and 
most favorable feedback score on the module 
does not guarantee the transfer of learning at 
the workplace. Apart from the developmental 
journey, it is crucial to create a holistic ecosystem 
that provides leaders with various learning 
opportunities and appropriate exposure to apply 
the learning at the workplace. The journey should 

be highly experiential and an amalgamation 
of experience, exposure, and education. The 
experience should include various projects like 
accelerating a new product launch, turning around 
a sales region, and developing a new digital 
marketing strategy.

The experience should include various projects like 
accelerating a new product launch, turning around 
a sales region, developing a new digital marketing 
strategy, etc.  

The exposure in a journey should comprise group 
coaching as needed and required to enable the 
readiness of participants to take up the next 
level role. One ignored element in the leadership 
development journey is leveraging the senior 
leaders and building a community of internal 
SMEs where the internal senior leaders facilitate 
sessions on topics pertinent to the organizational 
setting, like developing a P&L mindset, product 
pricing, and strategic thinking. The mapping 
of the organizational context and leadership 
definition with the leadership competencies and 
its behavioral indicator. 

The journey should have massive sponsorship and 
participation of the senior leadership team. The 
holistic framework should also provide visibility to 
the top leaders so that the participants can position 
themselves as future talent and, in return, have a 
sponsor and mentor facilitating and anchoring 
their growth within the organization. 

The developmental framework should combine 
capability, appreciation, and empowerment 
to build and strengthen leadership capability. 
Appreciating leaders as value champions of the 
organization within the journey can reinforce the 
desirable behavior. Recognizing leaders on their 
business performance.  
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Emphasizing on mindset shift-
Most of the developmental journeys’ key elements 
are leading business, outside-in view, strategic 
thinking, stakeholder management, and being 
bifocal. However, above all comes a need to be 
highly self-aware and reflect on one’s behavior as 
a leader. 

Training efforts should be realistic and practical, 
provide opportunities for growth (Solansky, 
2010), and include feedback and exercises, which 
will lead to increased effectiveness in how one 
would lead (Avolio et al., 2010). 

Neuroscience shows us that we learn most 
(and retain that learning as changed behavior) 
when the emotional circuits within our brain 
are activated. Visceral, lived experiences best 
activate these circuits. They encourage us to 
notice the environment and what is happening 
inside ourselves. The novel understanding of 
the journey will make one more engaged and 
conscious of their mental model’s behaviors and 
switch to constructing self-directed experiences.

As per research, Malcolm Higgs and Roger Bellis 
have found that leaders need to work on the 
quality of their inner game, or their capacity to 
tune into and regulate their emotional and mental 
states before they can hope to develop their outer 
game. So, leadership development must start 
by working on the inner game. Leaders must be 
authentic and vulnerable, and it is only possible if 
they regulate their anxiety and look at challenges 
as transformational and not dysfunctional.

Self-development in the leadership journey is 
the crux that allows leaders to experience one’s 
behavior as a leader and take ownership of their 
development.
 
Underestimating the role of supervisors
Leadership developmental programs are usually 
HR, L&D, or talent team ownership. The journey 
is generally held by HR post the buy-in from the 
senior leadership team. However, an individual 
who can contribute significantly to the journey’s 
effectiveness is the supervisor.

Numerous types of training programs have been 
tailored specifically for leadership development.
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Leadership coaching has become integral to 
most leadership development strategies (Boyce, 
Jackson, and Neal, 2010). It is a component of 
leadership development but is distinguishable as 
it focuses on the learner (Ely et al., 2010). 

Unfortunately, coaching is challenging because 
managers need to recognize and verbalize 
opportunities (Kaye, 1993). Coaching takes 
time and must be understood and accepted by 
managers (Kaye, 1993) as it focuses on the one-
on-one relationship between the coach and the 
client. (Ely et al., 2010). Coaching occurs when 
a manager or leader mentors the less skilled 
protégé (Amagoh, 2009). The goal is that the 
guidance provided should meet the needs of the 
individual and the organization (Ely et al., 2010). 

Facilitators

While we always seek to get a subject matter 
expert as a facilitator who has depth in the subject, 
the faculty should be more of a guide and not a 
trainer. Bayer, Jackson, and Neal (2010) suggest 
that the quality of the relationship between the 
trainer and the trainee is the most critical factor for 
successful outcomes. Classrooms/interventions 
can be the safest space for participants to share 
their feelings, beliefs, strengths, and weaknesses. 
Hence, while selecting and onboarding a 
facilitator, one should know that the person 
has depth in content and substantial exposure 
to practical implications at the workplace. The 
facilitator can get the best out of the participants 
during interactions, discussions, and activities.  

Pay-off 

Any leadership journey’s success depends on the 
result and impacts aligning with the organization’s 
purpose. 
Anoilio et al. (2010) contribute an insightful 
strategy for calculating the return on leadership 
development investment (RODI) based on human 
behavior costs and subsequent returns. They 
account for the diminishing effects of a leadership 
intervention over time, which may or may not 
be entirely accurate, while also considering the 
amount of time involved, the location, trainer 
expenses, technology, and lost production time 
in the intervention (Avolis et al., 2010). 

Amagoh (2009) notes that most organizations fail 

to assess the outcomes of programs, while Anolio 
et al. (2010) state that estimates are between 10 
and 20% of organizations investing in leadership 
journey go along to evaluate the effectiveness of 
the program. An overall assessment of leadership 
development program effectiveness is complex 
because of the immense variability in tactics and 
possible outcomes (Collins and Holton, 2004). 

Universally, the Kirkpatrick model is used to assess 
the impact and effectiveness of the leadership 
development journey. According to Kirkpatrick 
(1959), when evaluating training effectiveness, 
training outcomes can be categorized into one of 
the four criteria: reactions, learning, transfer, and 
results. 
More optimistic findings about the effectiveness of 
leadership training suggest that most leadership 
training programs are minimally effective (Nelson, 
2016). That leadership cannot be taught because 
“managers are created, leaders are born”. (Morgan, 
2015). In addition, the study demonstrates that 
leadership training improves trainee reactions 
in contrast to the idea often perpetuated in the 
popular press that individuals generally dislike 
training (Kelly, 2012). 

The results are directly related to the purpose of the 
leadership journey. It should answer questions like 
where we started, how we started, what the impact 
is, and whether we have achieved our desired 
results. One effective way of measuring impact 
is closely monitoring the participant’s career 
development—the number of participants moving 
to different roles- vertically and horizontally. The 
ratio of the number of participants successfully 
post-moving to their destination role. The impact 
of such a leadership journey on fungibility and 
mobility of talent within the organization. The 
effect of the journey on a critical decision of an 
organization to build Vs buy within the organization

Leadership development is a continuous process 
that must be agile, curated, and contextual to 
an organization. The foundation of successful 
leadership development is its sustainability. It 
should be a holistic learning framework including 
recognition, capability, empowerment, supervisory 
ownership, and firm conviction and sponsorship of 
leaders. 
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It is essential to 
ensure that the 
outcomes of the 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l 
journey are 
contributing toward 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
goals and impacting 
business outcomes. 




