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Howie Mandel appears before a thousand eager salespeople at their 

annual awards banquet in Orlando, Florida. He looks them in the eye 

and says, “I am not just a game show host and funnyman, I am your comedy 
solution.”

Yes, even celebrities have gotten on the solution bandwagon. Sellers 

no longer speak about the features of “point products” but rather the 

alignment of “solutions.” Buyers worry about the interconnectedness of 

platforms. Companies measure the quality of the customer experience, 

not satisfaction with individual products. Even pre-teens make buying 

decisions based on how well their new phone will relate to the rest of 

their electronic appliances.

The Current Leadership Solution

Blended learning is the acknowledged solution of choice in corporate 

education. Just consider all the bundled products that make up the 

typical leadership curriculum: we have e-learning, remote learning, and 

classroom education. We have quantitative instruments and qualitative 

feedback. We have manager mentors and executive coaches. We have 

business school education and homegrown leadership training. We have 

action learning, case method, and the old-fashioned lecture. 
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However, does the expansion of learning platforms really add up to an 

integrated leadership solution? Do the programs and products speak 

to each other, let alone the leadership audience? Do they reinforce 

the company strategy? Does the leadership solution become part 

of a predictable and renewable business routine or is it a one time,  

“big ticket” corporate event?

These are difficult questions to answer and tough hurdles for any program 

to clear. Yet, if we expect leadership solutions to align development 

products with the company strategic agenda, many of them simply fail 

to measure up. Blended learning is appealing but the key message — the 

solution — often gets lost in the translation. The curriculum does not 

support the organizational goals, the assessments don’t align with the 

leadership expectations, and the academics and coaches aren’t on the 

same page as the company executives.

A Fresh Look 

It is clear that we need solutions that are more robust. Leadership 

programs should complement each other and become natural extensions 

of the company’s strategic planning and talent management processes. 

They should send the same organizational message and help drive 

progress on business initiatives. They should promote leader-to-leader 

interactions across functional boundaries. Like the iPhone, they should 

bring different applications together in an integrated platform.

Tracy Keogh, SVP of HR at Hewitt Associates: “We need a strong 
leadership pipeline to fulfill our aggressive growth objectives. Traditional 
training programs that are informative and even entertaining are not 
enough to meet the demands of our talent management agenda. We want 
general management capability across multiple levels of the organization. 
Our programs must not only synch to our strategy and vision but also tell us 
something about the capabilities of individual leaders — so we can fast track 
the best ones into our opportunity hot spots.”

Hewitt is in the second year of a multi-year roll out of their leadership 

and management development curriculum. It includes the whole bag 

of blended learning tricks, but there is a difference. According to 

Hewitt VP Talent Development Mark Bocianski: “We ensure that 
everything aligns with the core leadership expectations of our CEO — 
‘clients first,’ ‘profitable growth,’ ‘get lean,’ and ‘rewarding work experience.’ 
We deliver the skills and knowledge associated with those expectations 
in a variety of ways, ranging from the typical leadership seminar to a  
completely online leadership development portal that we have delivered  
 

Programs must not only synch to our 
strategy and vision but also tell us 
something about the capabilities of 
individual leaders 

– Tracy Keogh, SVP of HR,
 Hewitt Associates
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in partnership with Harvard University. But the point is we want the 
content to be driven by the strategy, not the other way around.”

This  article is a field report on how four diverse companies (Hewitt, 

Fidelity Investments, Assurant, and Albemarle) are linking core 

components of their leadership programs — coaching, executive 

education, assessment, action learning, and developmental assignments 

— into compelling and integrated leadership solutions. It is a fresh look 

at an age old problem.

Bringing Coaches into the Leadership Solution

Perhaps the most dramatic trend in leadership development over the last 

five years has been the introduction of executive coaches. Last year, 52% 

of Fortune 500 companies reported using coaches to promote leader 

development. It is a 2.4 billion dollar market. Once reserved exclusively 

for the C-Suite, today’s coaches work to support a broad range of leaders 

across functions and levels. However, the expansion of coaches across 

the enterprise has made the alignment and solution challenge that much 

greater.

Executive coach Ellen Kumata: “There is a difference between coaching 
and strategic coaching. Coaching is working with leaders to understand 
and support the individual’s business challenges and development needs. 
Strategic coaching is getting all the coaches to enable the company’s vision 
through their work with individual clients. In many organizations, coaches 
behave as independent actors on a fairly crowded stage with little direction 
from HR or the executive committee. That is a poorly leveraged approach to 
executive coaching.”

Despite the large investment, coaches are often left to fend for themselves 

on company strategy and even the performance and skill expectations 

of their clients’ roles. They collect behavioral feedback from bosses, 

direct reports, and stakeholders but rarely have access to information 
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on company direction or succession requirements. As a result, they 

frequently see the world as narrowly as the clients they are trying to help. 

Leadership programs provide the perfect opportunity to align coaches 

around the company strategy and vision. The specialty insurance company 

Assurant recently created EXCELerate to develop high-potential leaders 

more quickly. Executive coaches are a key part of their approach. The 

coaches reinforce program content, support action learning projects, and 

drive a common leadership agenda. 

Assurant VP Talent Management Carey Bongard comments: “EXCELerate 
builds upon our strategic framework, actively involves our senior executives, 
and features professors from leading universities. From the start, we believed 
that coaches could tie everything together for the individual leaders. Before 
the program began, we devoted a full day to orienting our coaches to the 
organization, the program, and their coachees. And, we convened regularly 
to make sure reality aligned with our vision for the program.”

One of the EXCELerate coaches, Colleen Gentry, concurs: “We feel like 
the company has made an investment in us as coaches as well as in their 
leaders. We now know the company’s business strategy at an extraordinary 
level of detail and can therefore help our individual clients optimize what 
they get out of the program as well as meet the organization’s goals.”

Executive Education: Getting the Professors  
(and Board) on Board

Like coaches, professors are not an easy audience to bring under a 

common solution umbrella. They are hired for their unique expertise 

but are immediately challenged to relate their message to the company’s 

business picture and program content. Their celebrity is what makes 

them so compelling to leaders and program sponsors. Why would you 

ask them to do anything else except present their latest research? On the 

other hand, how do you justify the considerable investment in speaker 

fees if there is no immediate connection to the audience?

Don Sull, Professor of Management Practice at London Business School: 

“The key to successful executive education within companies is providing 
enough structure to focus a discussion on the issues that really matter, while 
leaving enough flexibility for the participants to bring their own concerns. 
It is also important to give the participants an opportunity, in real time, to 
translate the insights from a session into concrete actions they can take in  
their own operations. A session that structures a discussion, energizes the 
participants, and helps them to develop a concrete list of actions to improve 
their operations is a home run.”

A session that structures a 
discussion, energizes the 
participants, and helps them 
to develop a concrete list 
of actions to improve their 
operations is a home run

– Don Sull, Professor of Management 
Practice, London Business School
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One way to ensure alignment is to have the executive staff co-teach 

with the university professors or consultants. Russ Fradin, CEO of 

Hewitt and a former McKinsey consultant, co-teaches the strategy and 

execution modules with Don Sull and Vijay Govindarajan, Professor of 

International Business at Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth.

Russ Fradin: “Our top leaders have to be absolutely in synch with our 
business strategy and value proposition. These folks get lots of communication 
from a variety of sources about what we care about — through talent 
reviews, business reviews, and performance discussions. That can lead to 
confusion. On the other hand, when I am teaching, there is no mystery about 
my expectations and message. I tell them what we are trying to achieve as a 
company and how I expect them to contribute.”

Vijay Govindarajan: “The CEOs that I work with share my passion around 
managing the present at the same time that (we) are creating the future. In 
my book “Ten Rules for Strategic Innovators,” I refer to this as moving from 
Box 1 to Boxes 2 & 3. In the corporate classroom, we create real company 
scenarios around Boxes 1–3 that make my research come alive and encourage 
students to put strategies in place that drive operational excellence (Box 1) 
as well as innovation (Boxes 2 & 3). That is a very appealing and aligned 
message for the company and its leaders.”

Allen Walker, Senior Vice President of Organization Development and 

Corporate Communications at Assurant adds: “We have involved a number 
of professors in executive education. One of our favorite academics has had a 
relationship with us for over 10 years. He has helped our executive team with 
strategy development and served as an instructor in many of our leadership 
programs. He has even worked with our Board if Directors in its review of our 
longer-term strategy. Having this consistency has helped us to create a common 
strategic process and vocabulary that is used across our organization.” 

Aligning the Board of Directors with leadership efforts is perhaps the 

pinnacle achievement of a solution-based approach. Hewitt includes 

Board members as presenters in their leadership programs to reinforce 

business strategy and explain very clearly what they are looking for in 

terms of business and leadership performance. Hewitt Board member 

Cheryl Francis: “Even seasoned managers misunderstand the role and 
objectives of their Board of Directors. They get it at a conceptual level but 
not as a practical matter. Our executive education event helps demystify the 
Board role and gives our leaders even greater clarity around what we expect 
from them in terms of performance.”
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Getting Results through Action Learning  
and Developmental Assignments

Action learning is not a new leadership tool. It has been part of leadership 

efforts going back to the GE programs of the 50s and 60s. It has also 

been a well-intentioned but frequently poorly executed way of bringing 

the classroom into the work environment. If done well, action learning 

projects promote team leadership and self-reflection. They become the 

catalyst for trying out new behaviors and exploring unfamiliar business 

concepts. If done poorly, action learning projects run the risk of being 

“all action and no learning.” 

Albemarle Corporation, a specialty chemical manufacturer, has made 

action learning a key feature of their leadership solution. According to 

Jahleel Stewart, Albemarle’s Manager of Global Talent Management: 

“We wanted to take a comprehensive approach to our leadership program, 
including how we managed action learning and rotational assignments. 
However, more parts to the solution meant more effort getting those parts 
to work together. The key to success was that we had the active involvement 
of company leaders in defining the projects and assignments and assessing 
the results. It requires a lot of coordination and a challenging set of action 
learning projects to achieve the desired results.”

How challenging? How about taking 10% of the costs out of the operati- 

ng budget of a major business unit or developing a competitive analysis 

of a rapidly changing Chinese market environment. Mark Rohr is 

Albemarle’s CEO and also a presenter in their flagship leadership program. 

Quiz: Do You Have an Integrated Leadership Solution (or Point Products)?

Rate the following statements on a 1–5 agreement scale
1 = Strongly Disagree       2 = Disagree      3 = Neutral       4 = Agree       5 = Strongly Agree

1. Our company strategy and business drivers are a key component of our leadership programs

2. Our talent review and succession processes are linked to our leadership development efforts

3. Our executives and senior leaders are actively involved in our executive education

4. Our leadership expectations/competencies are used consistently end effectively across programs

5. Our HR team speaks frequently to each other and aligns programs that share the same audience

6. Our programs are measured on the application of leader learning (not just satisfaction)

7. Our programs integrate multiple learning methods (e.g., experience, education, exposure)

8. Our assessments are aligned with our business and our leader expectations/competencies

9. Our e-learning and other new learner technologies synch with our classroom education

10. Our leadership efforts are part of a routine business process focusing on talent development

 TOTAL:

?

RESULTS: >40: Clear solution focus

30–40: Room for improvement

<30: Need intervention to create better alignment and integration
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He emphasizes the dual value of these projects: “Sure the projects have 
bottom line value to the company and our shareholders, but I like the fact 
that it stretches our emerging leaders to demonstrate fresh thinking and 
present creative ideas to the management committee. It tells me something 
about the caliber of our succession candidates.”

It’s not easy to make action learning or developmental assignments work 

equally well for the individual and the organization. They may serve the 

same learning objective but the need of the business can easily trump 

the need of the individual. Action learning projects should be robust and 

meaningful enough to get the attention of senior leaders; they can even 

“incubate” new business initiatives, but they should not require so much 

domain experience that one needs to be an expert just to participate. 

Putting the finance “guy” in an oversight role on each project does not 

increase his business acumen. Nor does it promote the business acumen 

of the line manager. That’s not learning or trying out new behavior; that 

is simply rechanneling the day job into a training outcome.

For developmental assignments, the same rule applies. The assignments 

should address real succession needs, but they should also be 

developmental in nature, not just short-term fixes to chronic bench 

strength problems. Darian Rich, Albemarle’s VP of HR explains, “Our 
biggest talent management challenge is addressing the global needs of our 
business. This isn’t a “nice to have” situation where we want to expose  
U.S.-based managers to global markets with rotational assignments. We need 
outstanding managers to fill jobs in those markets and take up residence. 
That makes the choice of developmental assignments especially difficult. We 
want to give our high-potential leaders an assignment that is developmental 
but also one that will prepare them to take on global roles.”

An Integrated Approach to Assessments

Another important piece of the leadership solution involves the use of 

assessments. Assessments can make a valuable contribution to leadership 

development programs if used wisely and closely synchronized with 

program goals. Competency-based 360° assessments help program 

participants see themselves as others see them on skill dimensions that 

are critical for their success. Similarly, managerial style, personality type, 

cognitive ability, and emotional intelligence assessments can provide real 

insight into leadership effectiveness if the messages are coordinated and 

translated into “news you can use.”

Fidelity Investments is in the fifth year of its ALDP (Accelerated Leader-

ship Development Process) for high-potential senior leaders. Assessment 

plays a strong role in this program that also includes  executive coaching, 
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cohort learning in classroom settings, and action learning. Holly 

Brittingham, Director of Leadership and Organizational Development 

explains: “Despite the upheaval in the financial services industry, we have 
remained focused on developing leaders at all levels, including the upcoming 
launch of ALDP for mid-level managers. We use a competency-based 360 
assessment, Myers Briggs Typology Indicator (MBTI), and a few other 
cognitive and conflict management instruments. We do it in a holistic 
manner with considerable support from our coaches. They help our leaders 
make sense of their feedback and, most importantly, narrow in on a few key 
developmental messages rather than get overwhelmed by all the data.” 

Fidelity coach John Poirier adds: “Instrumentation has its limitations. 
Adding context to themes that emanate from 360 feedback data is one of 
the most important things a coach can do. Fidelity espouses a framework of 
“whole person” development that includes a leader’s character and aptitude, 
their industry/business expertise, and their functional expertise in addition 
to their leadership practices. This framework helps the coach take both 
“ inside out” and “outside in” approaches to helping leaders gain insight from 
feedback.” 

What’s the future role of assessments in leadership solutions? Surely, it is 

one of more coordination and alignment. There are a lot of assessments 

out there. The American Psychological Association counts dozens of 

assessments currently in widespread use in leadership programs. But, 

if they are going to be part of a leadership solution, they need to be 

managed against a broader objective than their individual construct or 

content validity. Like coaching and action learning, assessments must 

be evaluated on the degree to which they enhance the overall leadership 

solution — and build leaders.

Measuring the Success of Leadership Solutions

If the aforementioned solutions are to be trusted to solve leadership 

problems, it is important to assess their impact. That presents some 

challenges. First, it means that program designers must clarify the 

business and learning objectives associated with the leadership program. 

Too often, those objectives are ambiguous, even if they sound strategic 

(e.g., “grow talent,” “build bench strength”). 

Second, program designers must take a risk and see if the leadership 

investment is truly returning any measurable value to the business. That 

requires a little bit of analysis and a lot of courage. Lastly, the executive 

team must be willing to stand behind the solution portfolio, rather than 

wait for the hallway reviews before giving their endorsement.
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Perhaps the most common and practical way of measuring program 

success involves the use of the rating scale developed by Donald 

Kirkpatrick in 1975. This scale evaluates programs on a progressive level 

of impact ranging from basic audience reaction at the low end (Level 1) to 

business results and organizational impact at the higher end of the scale 

(Level 4). Although Kirkpatrick advocated for a blended approach to 

evaluation, curriculum designers typically make the mistake of picking 

one level, one program and one tool and hope for the best.

If we are serious about learning solutions, it is important to assess the entire 

leadership portfolio and do so using multiple levels of the Kirkpatrick 

pyramid. Not every component requires a Level 4 impact — coaching 

or e-learning may not fundamentally change the business — but they 

should be evaluated against program expectations and instructional 

objectives (Level 2). The bottom line is that leadership solutions require 

an evaluation strategy, not a menu of haphazard assessments.

Albemarle’s Jahleel Stewart: “I admit that the temptation was there to 
simply repurpose our traditional smile sheets for our leadership program. We 
knew we would get great marks given the quality of the professors and the 
opportunity for our leaders to interact with the CEO and executive committee. 
However, we also knew it was a big investment and a multi-dimensioned 
program so a Level 1 assessment was just not going to be adequate. In the 
end, we learned a few things about the success of our program as well as what 
we could do to improve the readiness of our leaders to assume positions with 
greater scope and complexity.”

Reaction
Did the audience have a positive reaction to the program and content?

Learning
Did the audience actually learn

what the courses, leaders, and professors taught?

Behavior
Did the audience apply their

 learning to their back-home environment?

Results
Did the training
and audience

impact the business or
organization performance?
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What Does the Future Look Like?

No one debates the importance of leadership education, even in tough 

economic times. The “War on Talent” that captured everyone’s attention 

in the last decade will be reignited post-recession by the retiring baby 

boomers and the shortfall of qualified succession candidates. The 

challenge we face today is straightforward but complex: How do we get 

the most out of our leadership investment while we are under intense 

cost pressure?

According to a February 2009 ASTD survey of training professionals, 

49.7% of those polled reduced travel for training participants, 27.5% 

moved classroom instruction to Web-based or e-learning, and 16.2% 

moved training on site or in house. Another survey conducted by CIPD 

reported that European firms cut their training budgets by as much as 

50% in 2009, and slightly more expected a similar decrease in 2010. 

Companies who have focused their leadership solutions exclusively on 

expensive face-to-face events or outsourced executive education are 

obviously pulling back on programs or at least modifying their approach. 

The need for a coordinated leadership solution could not be greater.

We suspect that the concerns around program costs are not going away 

when the economy rebounds. In fact, the notion of a diversified leadership 

solution that is not dependent on face-to-face events will likely gain 

even more momentum. What is sure to change is a renewal of interest 

in virtual learning, social networking, and coordinated leadership 

interventions (mentoring, coaching, developmental assignments). 

Previously positioned as alternative learning methods, they will be seen 

as the most efficient and cost-effective way to teach leadership to global 

audiences. The retirement of the boomer generation and the arrival of 

the tech savvy Millennials should add fuel to the alternative fire.

Mark Bocianski: “Today, we develop our leaders and managers through 
formal education and training, exposure to new ideas and experiences, and 
on-the-job development. As we move forward, all signs point toward a place 
where leadership solutions need to be more global, flexible, and interactive — 
without breaking the bank. There are also new and disruptive technologies in 
place that are creating more of an open architecture for knowledge exchange. 
Webcasts, online platforms, RSS feeds, and streaming video are pushing 
content quickly to anyone that wants to engage at a reasonable cost.”

All signs point toward a place 
where leadership solutions need 
to be more global, flexible, and 
interactive — without breaking 
the bank

– Mark Bocianski, VP Talent 
Development, Hewitt Associates
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Future Trends

Traditional 
Approach Open Architecture Implications

New 
Solutions

Education 
(formal)

We will continue to see well-branded learning 
institutions finding ways to delivery their rich assets 
outside of formal executive education programs,  
e.g., Harvard Business School Publishing’s 
Leadership Direct Platform, YouTube.edu. 

Virtual 
Learning 
Platforms

Exposure Companies will become more and more comfortable 
with a completely open environment for connecting 
talent with others that can help them grow — both 
within the company and outside the company,  
e.g., SelectMinds, Triple Creek Associates. 

Social 
Networking

Experience Open-job posting systems and succession 
planning are what we see today…but what 
about 5 years from now? Linked-In is already 
providing companies and individuals a way 
to quickly match work opportunities with 
individuals interested in the opportunity.

Free Agency

Hewitt recently partnered with Harvard University to launch a completely  

virtual leadership development program for their high-potential middle 

managers. Leveraging Harvard’s Leadership Direct platform, they are 

able to deliver the business school experience without the brick and 

mortar and travel expense. Top professors deliver webinars and debrief 

cases with a global audience. Student-to-student interaction is optimized 

through online postings and social networks. Company executives act as 

co-moderators to add the local business context. Even action learning 

projects and coaching are delivered remotely.

Assurant also anticipates a move away from traditional classroom 

education, but with increased attention to building virtual leadership 

networks. Allen Walker comments: “As our business continues to grow 
and expand geographically, our need for leaders at every level increases. To 
meet this need, we must find new ways to accelerate leadership development, 
particularly in non-classroom settings. A key focus for us today is improving 
our ability to facilitate virtual interactions. Our goal is to make it much 
easier for a widely dispersed group of leaders to transfer knowledge, share best 
practices, and build networks with peers.” 

For Fidelity, the future of leadership solutions includes an enterprise wide 

focus for their curriculum and alignment with their talent development 

processes. Holly Brittingham explains: “As our organization adapts to a 
rapidly changing competitive landscape, our leadership development efforts 
have to be just as dynamic and cross business units in their scope. That also 
means a tighter link between selection into our high-potential offerings and 
our firm-wide talent/succession planning processes.” 
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Jahleel Stewart believes that company leadership solutions will ultimately 

need to come to terms with the organization’s own unique perspective 

on the nature of leadership. “We need to be very clear about what we 
want our leaders to become and then create solutions that build throughout 
their careers. The connection between development and succession couldn’t 
be clearer. We are developing leaders to fulfill a demanding talent pipeline.  
We can’t do that with a narrow or unclear view of the leader or the solution.”

CONCLUSION
If our leadership solutions are to be anything more than jargon or a 

joke at a convention, we need to change how we are doing leadership 

education. That won’t be easy. A simple force field analysis illustrates the 

factors that enable a future of integrated leader-ship solutions as well as 

those factors that mitigate any progress in that direction. Cost pressure, 

new technology and the understanding of the business benefit of 

greater alignment certainly supports the change from point products to 

leadership solutions. So, too, does the impending talent development gap 

that will be created as a new generation of leaders enters the workplace.

However, the constraining forces are equally formidable. The funding 

sources for leadership solutions will be as diversified as the programs 

themselves. If someone has the cash to put on a program or launch an 

initiative in one part of the business, it will take a great deal of energy and 

political capital to stop it and bring it under an enterprise wide leadership 

umbrella. A similar fragmentation between HR functions supporting 

leadership development is also likely to continue. The coaching people  

will sit in different places than the training folks and neither of them is 

likely to talk as often as they should with their colleagues in succession 

planning.

ENABLING FACTORS

Cost Pressure

Succession Gaps

Demographic Shifts
(Boomers → Millennials)

Perceived Value of 
Integrated Solutions

New Learning 
Technologies

INHIBITING FACTORS

Appointment of Leadres 
Who Are Not Developed

Fragmented HR Management 
of Leader Development

Diversified Source of Funding

Appeal of External Providers 
(Who Don’t Integrate)

Forgiveness for Poor 
Program Evaluation

The Movement to More Integrated Solutions
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Equally challenging will be the complacency that comes from forgiving 

programs that can not prove their efficacy or forgiving leaders who do 

not invest in their own development. Perhaps the most direct assault 

on solutions will come from universities and training firms who are 

legitimately interested in building their own brand awareness, sometimes 

at the expense of their corporate customers.

How do we influence the force field so that the enabling factors 

overwhelm the constraining factors? We think that the tipping 

point is greater collaboration among the wide range of partners and 

stakeholders in leadership education. The internal HR and leadership 

development teams need to reinforce each others’ programs and 

integrate them with the overall talent goals of the organization. 

The external partners must recognize that they are a key part of 

the customer’s solution, but not the only part. They must learn to 

co-brand and collaborate rather than promote and differentiate. 

Finally, company leaders must come to the realization that they are 

not just passive recipients of leadership education but active contributors 

to their own development. In the past that meant nothing more than 

“owning” your own career. In the future that means being part of the 

overall solution — from teaching to program design to coaching and 

mentoring to action learning and talent planning. 
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