Reflections on
Leadership
Development
Through interviews, 24 leadership-development (LD) experts explain:
 How they help professionals strengthen their leadership
 The challenges that interfere with LD
 How LD is changing

Includes recommended reading.

3

Overview
1. About this Whitepaper

5

2, About the Interviewees

6-9

3. LD Definition

10-11

4. Learner Barriers

12

Interventions
5. Intervention Goals

14

6. Typical Interventions

15

7. Effective Interventions

16

8. Learning Barriers

17

9. How LD Is Changing

18-19

Appendices

Data source
• Interview of 24 LD Experts

Interview Questions

21

Recommended Reading

22-23

The Authors

24

About the Course

25

About the Program

26

The
Content

Part 1

Overview

5

1. About the Whitepaper
During the 2021 Summer term, 22 graduate students completed a
leadership and management course as partial fulfillment of the Learning,
Design and Technology Program at the University of North Carolina at
Charlotte.
During the course, we interviewed 24 LD experts to learn about their role
and thoughts about the LD field. We asked nine questions (one with three
parts), and a team compiled the initial findings.
After the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved using the
course interview data for publication and after obtaining interviewees’
consent, Gary DePaul, our professor, added some compilations and
drafted the whitepaper.
This whitepaper summarizes our findings.

Throughout the whitepaper are dark green callout
boxes with interviewees’ paraphrased comments.
(not necessarily direct quotations)

LD refers to leadership development.

2. About the Interviewees
Commonality
Using an inductive approach, a doctoral student team
analyzed 24 interview summaries to find
commonalities among the LD professionals’
experiences.
Although interviewee experience varied, the team
identified themes from each question.
The team created a word cloud using the interview
summaries of the nine questions. The most frequently
used words related to LD were the following.

Word used
Leadership
People
Development
Learning
Training
Leaders

Count
148
107
97
75
62
59
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2. About the Interviewees (continued)
Interviewee Years of Experience
Students interviewed 24 LD experts and found that they have:
•
•
•

521 Combined years of experience
A range of experience from 7 to 50 years
An average of 22 years of experience

Interviewees noted that they had difficulty pinpointing exactly when
their LD experience began.
One interviewee, a self-proclaimed leadership nerd, joked that their LD
experience began in kindergarten as they encouraged classmates to
stay at the desk while teachers were out of the classroom.

LD roles

Interviewee LD Role Descriptions
Interviewees described themselves as having one or more LD roles.
•
•
•

Own their own LD business
Work in their organization’s training departments
Contract with organizations to develop training

While not specifically asked, 11 interviewees published books or
blogs about leadership.

Number of references

Provide LD training

12

Coach, guide, or facilitate learning

9

Strengthen Influence capabilities

4

Model leadership behaviors

3

Motivate or build relationships

3

Facilitate keynote or
motivational talks

2

Provide assessments/feedback

11

8

2. About the Interviewees (continued)
The Journey to Becoming LD Experts
The interviewees have unique journeys that led them to become
LD experts. While different, they share some commonalities.
Interviewees have had a variety of diverse experiences in their
personal and professional lives, including:
•
•

Military and humanitarian services
Multiple jobs in a field and being asked to share their
journeys with others

Others had positive LD training experiences and loved the
process, which inspired them to seek more LD training and
opportunities.
A few had negative experiences with managers and wanted to
ensure that the next generation would have more positive
interactions.
Some were positively influenced by people in their lives, which led
them to develop their LD expertise. Positive influencers included
mentors, coaches, and others in their professional networks.

Interviewees’ path to LD

Number of references

Diverse experiences

12

Actively sought out LD training

9

Negative experiences with managers

4

Positively influenced by others

3

9

2. About the Interviewees (continued)
How Interviewees Built their LD Proficiency
Many of the professionals we interviewed were humble in their responses on
how they became experts in the LD field.
More than half credited their status to their work experience.

Quite a few credited their expertise to formal and informal learning, such as
college-level classes, conferences and workshops, books, and podcasts.
Some explained that their experiences with poor role models or good mentors
helped to find their way into the LD field.

A few also noted the role of reflection in their journey to become LD experts.

Interviewee LD development

Every experience is a new
experience and has provided
an opportunity for self-study.

Once the curiosity for LD emerged,
it became apparent that developing
people from the inside-out was my
professional and personal purpose.

Number of references

Work experience
(includes trial-and-error)

13

Professional development training

12

Poor role model / good mentor

8

Reflection

2

I learned purely on the job,
from workshops, conferences,
and memberships with
organizations such as ATD,
because companies paid for
these resources back then.

3. LD Definition
Most of the respondents think broadly about the
definition. For them, LD is about helping people learn the
behaviors and beliefs needed to lead effectively.

LD involves processes, tools, and resources to support
employees’ capabilities for meeting the needs of their
teams, departments, and organizations.

I think LD is a journey. I don’t
see it as a one-time event.
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Definition categories

Number of references

Develop employee skills

16

Develop ability to influence

3

Empowerment

2

Understanding self

2

Building teams

1

Goal alignment

1

Creating a positive work atmosphere

1

LD is all about understanding how to
strip away someone’s limiting beliefs
and impart the empowering ones.

LD can be categorized in two ways. First,
operationally such as performance management
and reviews (managerial skills). Secondly,
leadership skills or soft skills such as building
trust and having political conversations.

3. LD Definition (continued)
Three interviewees defined LD as processes or
techniques for developing how employees influence.
Some described LD as developing the ability to
empower others, build self-understanding, help
others align goals, and create a positive work
environment.

LD is a variety of ways in which anyone,
not just a leader, can hone and get better
at various skills to manage effectively.

LD helps leaders build high-performance
teams to meet organizational goals by
strengthening their leadership skillset
and leveraging tools. Through LD, leaders
learn how to remove roadblocks and
remove themselves from taking on the
attention. They need to develop skills
that don’t block creativity.

11

The end goal is efficient and
effective leadership.
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4. Learner barriers
Why are some professionals unable to lead? Interviewees
identified several concerns.

There is a tendency to become a Super-Doer. When
one sees things going wrong, they know how to do
the tasks and are recognized for doing it before. They
aren’t coaching or delegating. They are doing.

The most substantial is the lack of knowledge about what
leadership is and how to lead effectively.
For many, leadership isn’t intuitive, and using trial-anderror learning is limiting.

Barriers to Leading Effectively

Number of references

Knowledge/skill gaps

15

Not enough time / competing priorities

6

Resist giving and receiving feedback

6

Desire to maintain control

4

Ego

3

Lack of commitment

2

Weak perception and self-awareness

3

The biggest barrier is time. That is because
learners are busy trying to run the business.

People aren't given feedback and assume
what they are doing is working. Sometimes,
many times, people don't want to be
coached. They don’t think they are the
problem or that they need to improve.

Part 2

Interventions

5. Intervention Goals
Interviewees were reluctant to state typical goals for interventions.
Instead, most interviewees emphasized that goals should be based
on some type of assessment.

14

LD is a process that involves many aspects of the
company or workforce. Managers need to influence
others positively.
EmployeesEmployees
need to beneed
engaged,
influence
others positively.
to be
be positive,
up, and
interest.
engaged,
bestep
positive,
stepshow
up, and
show interest.

Some explained that goals can depend on variables such as career
level, current leadership capabilities, and organizational needs.

It varies by leader. I try to
make goals unique to get
the best results and to
develop appropriately.

We want leaders to take
360 feedback, put it into
action, and reassess to
see improvement.
The path depends on the context and
the organizational culture. You can do
something highly effective on one
agency that fails flat in another.
My first step is to help people develop a vision of what
they want to achieve personally and professionally. Next,
I help them create goals to reach that vision. Then, what
are the plans to be developed to reach the goals?

Intervention goals

Number of references

Identify their
goals/priorities/competencies

13

Feedback/360-degree feedback

7

Identify areas for improvement

7

Perform assessments

7

Self-awareness

3

Focus on learning transfer

4

Motivation

2

6. Typical Interventions
Interviewees made it clear: selecting LD interventions
depends on several factors. These include:

•
•
•

What is needed to reduce performance gaps or
achieve learning goals
(If external) What clients will tolerate
The environment needed for learning to be effective

Many explained that they may rely on several different
interventions to achieve the goals. For example, one program
could include:
•
•
•
•

Reading assignments
Asynchronous eLearning for content
Synchronous (virtual or in-person) for practice
Follow-up coaching sessions

Several interviewees noted that the pandemic caused a shift
to leveraging more virtual events than in-person.

Interventions types

Number of references

It depends (gap analysis)

19

In-person or face-to-face

15

Virtual (synchronous or asynchronous)

11

Coaching

9

15

I use surveys and interviews to understand how to tailor
training to meet organizational needs. I start with prereading or eLearning to prime people for my three-day
workshop. The workshops are based on experiential
learning – less about lecturing and more about doing. I
follow-up with 2-3 coaching sessions with each participant.

I’m moving away from in-person except
where in-person is really needed. I’m
creating digital learning for subjects
not needed in a classroom.
Synchronous is best for
facilitation and discussion.
Interventions depend on the organization’s
appetite for the expense and time away from
work. I often implement a long series of 6-8
piece hybrid programs that spread over 4-6
months so that learners can try things out.

7. Effective Interventions
Interviewees agree that effective interventions achieve their
intended results. Some emphasized that you need to
measure interventions to know if they are effective.
Some interviewees restated that to identify desired results,
you need to analyze the gaps. For example, one interviewee
who facilitates keynotes spends several hours meeting with
clients to understand the audience’s performance gaps.
Some interviewees were descriptive: effective interventions
result in growth transformation. For that to happen, learners
need to be open-minded, receptive to feedback, willing to be
coached, and committed to practicing new leadership skills.

Participants also need more than a one-and-done
workshop with follow-up opportunities, coaching,
and perhaps shorter refresher training to keep
them on the path toward their commitments.

Most LD programs do not have the right
intended outcome: it is a problem.
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What makes interventions effective

Number of references

Feedback/Coaching

8

Motivation for change

8

Identifying goals, needs, and challenges

6

Transformative/opportunity for growth

6

Achieve intended outcome or results

5

Tailored skill development

3

Measured results

3

Safe learning/trusting environment

3

Inspires continuous learning

2

Effective LD interventions take inventory of business
needs and the gaps along with a commitment from the
learners. This requires tools to identify appropriate
interventions and set a baseline for participants.
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8. Learning Barriers
For interviewees, barriers to learning include personal factors, time,
and not being committed to or resistant to change.
One interviewee commented that, after LD interventions, clients fail to
sustain leadership changes, which implies that more needs to be done.

Barriers

The greatest barrier is time. We get so busy with our
daily activities. Taking an hour or a day for LD takes
away from our daily activities. LD quickly becomes the
thing that you push to the back.

Number of references

Personal (mindset, lack of desire,
fears, and lack of self-awareness)

14

Time (limits and lack of)

11

Change (not committed to change or
resist changing)

9

Clients don’t realize how hard it is. They think it is a
secret sauce when it really is not. It is work. Learners
must invest in themselves and in the processes. They
need to get outside of their comfort zones.
Leadership is not like technical training. It's complex with many,
many elements and involves deeply held beliefs and a lifetime of
habits that you are trying to change. LD does not fit neatly into
the corporate mentality of having to solve it now.

Some learners aren’t willing but
are "voluntold" to enroll in a
coaching engagement, so they are
resistant or think they know it all.

18

9. How LD Is Changing
Many interviewees commented that, because of the pandemic, LD
professionals have transitioned more interventions to virtual. While
some are still in-person, many keynotes and coaching sessions are
now virtual.
The LD content has changed. There is an increased emphasis on the
human side of LD: emotional intelligence, psychological safety, and
mindfulness. Two noted an increased focus on diversity, equity, and
inclusion.
Because interviewees had a lot to discuss about LD changes, we
included more paraphrased comments on the next page.

Changes in LD

Number of references

Shift to virtual delivery

12

Increased importance of LD and
Ongoing LD

5

Learner-centric content

4

Increased focus on self, vulnerability,
and Emotional Intelligence

4

Micro-lessons

2

Increased focus on diversity

2

Technology has been a game-changer. Previously and
especially before the pandemic, LD required lots of
public speaking to large audiences. That delivery model
may not ever exist again. With live streaming, we may
have half an hour to share information.

10. How LD Is Changing (continued)
Covid 19 and lockdowns changed a
lot. We are doing things we didn’t
know we could do online. We
moved ahead ten years in a period
of six months. We are making
advancements in leaders and
helping them understand that
their people are not their problem.

LD is now bringing in the element of
mindfulness / whole-body approach.
A lot of what is called LD is expensive entertainment and hasn't
shown to be effective. On the positive side (less flavor of the
month, less everyone needs to take Myers Briggs), LD is becoming
more thoughtful. Coaching is more personal. Managers tell me
how, and a coach helps me understand why.

Through the 1980s and early part of the ‘90s, there was no real focus on LD. It was all about management training.
Beginning around ‘94/’95, GE pushed for LD to change organizational performance.
In ’95, Emotional Intelligence came onto the scene and took approximately 10 to 15 years to take hold. In 2007, Carol
Dweck’s book about mindset is just now coming onto the scene in leadership.
We are on the cusp of awareness around motivational intelligence and mindset. Leading-edge companies are
focusing on those concepts because they change the way business grows.
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Part 3

Appendices

Interview Questions
The following are the questions we asked interviewees. They are listed in the
order that we asked them:
1.

How long have you been involved in the leadership-development field?

2.

How do you personally define “leadership development?”

3.

How would you describe:
a.

Your role in developing leadership?

b.

Your journey that has led you to your role?

c.

How did you learn to become a leadership development expert?

4.

For the people you help (clients, customers, employees), what are some of the
barriers that prevent them from leading effectively?

5.

What are typical goals that you have for your leadership development training
programs or for coaching clients?

6.

How would you describe the interventions that you use to train or coach
clients? (E.g., intervention types, duration, synchronous/asynchronous, inperson or virtual, any set sequences)

7.

From your experiences, what do you find challenging when trying to help
clients develop their leadership?

8.

What makes an effective leadership development intervention?

9.

How have you seen the leadership development profession change within the
last few years?
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EIST-6000 and EIST-8000

Summer 2021 Second Half Term
Topics in Learning Design and Technology: Leadership and Management in Learning, Design and Technology

Whether in corporate America or school administration, too many professionals cannot distinguish the
difference between leadership and management. Much of this confusion is due to semantics and how
professionals misuse the terms. In EIST-6000 and EIST-8000, you'll learn the distinction. You'll also learn:
• How leadership has evolved in the 21st Century
• How traditional leadership differs from 21st Century leadership and why
• What the categories of management are

• How leadership development and leadership training differ
• How coaching relates to leadership
• What every learning technologist and developer should know about project management
Throughout the course, you will learn about principles, underlying beliefs, practices, and various models. You
will meet practitioners and learn their insights into different aspects of leadership and management.
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