
In partnership with:

Driving Performance and Business 
Results with Collaborative 
Executive Development

November 2011

20
11HCI

 Research





Driving Performance and Business Results with Collaborative Executive Development

iiiCopyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved. iii

Table of Contents
Executive Summary .............................................................................................. 1

About this Research ............................................................................................. 3

Introduction .......................................................................................................... 4

Current Leadership Environment ........................................................................ 5

Conventional Wisdom: Executive Development & Organizational Impact ........ 8

Examining Executive Development Through a Fresh Lens:  
HSOs versus DSOs ............................................................................................... 9

Key Survey Findings: Differentiating HSOs from DSOs .................................... 10

Defining Traits: Leadership Alignment .............................................................. 11

Direct Link to Business Strategy ........................................................................ 13

Non-Traditional vs. Traditional Techniques: Frequency ..................................... 14

Non-Traditional vs. Traditional Techniques: Effectiveness ................................ 17

Non-Traditional Techniques Build Skills For Executives .................................... 19

Measuring Executive Development ................................................................... 20

Key Barriers ........................................................................................................ 23

Conclusions and Recommendations .................................................................. 24

Appendix A: About the Research Partners ....................................................... 25

Appendix B: Respondent Demographics .......................................................... 27

Appendix C: Works Cited .................................................................................. 29





1Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

Driving Performance  
and Business Results with 
Collaborative Executive 
Development

Executive Summary
The Human Capital Institute (HCI) and Vistage International, Inc. (Vistage) partnered to develop 

an original research report examining the use of executive development programs within 

organizations today. In an effort to determine what differentiates organizations that excel at 

improving executive development and leadership, a survey was developed and distributed to 

learn more, and additional primary and secondary research methods were employed.

This research profiles the current state of Executive Development and the impact effective 

Executive Development has on an organization. Common barriers to effective implementation of 

Executive Development are provided as well.

As organizations have changed in the past decade, so too has the leadership environment. The 

era of managing siloed functions and conducting isolated, disparate activities is fading and 

being replaced with more collaborative and team-based planning and development that can 

be explicitly tied to business strategy. Developing leaders, particularly C-suite executives, in 

this new environment requires new activities and innovative approaches to learning. Executive 

Development is evolving from traditional, infrequent, event-based activities to sustained, 

experiential development methods that merge individual leadership development with more 

interactive and operational solutions. The result is a heightened focus on Executive Development 

as an integrated team-based approach that is correlated with increased employee satisfaction 

and positive growth in business productivity.
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This report describes the key elements required for effective Executive 

Development:

	 		�Develop�and�foster�a�culture�of�collaboration�among�the�leadership�team

� ���Align�Executive�Development�with�the�organizational�business�strategy

� ���Use�non-traditional�Executive�Development�activities�that�increase�
cross-functional�communication�and�problem�solving

A 29-item survey exploring attitudes toward leadership growth, Executive 

Development, and the use and outcomes related to traditional and non-

traditional development activities was created and distributed to more 

than 10,000 HCI members.  More than 460 responses were received from 

organizations around the world, and the results gleaned helped produce 

the foundational knowledge for this research. The data reveal a distinct split 

between organizations that are satisfied with the growth and development 

of their Established and Newly Hired/Promoted Executives’ abilities as 

leaders (Highly Satisfied Organizations — HSOs) versus those that were not 

(Dissatisfied Organizations — DSOs).

Key research findings highlight distinct differences in the culture and activities 

of these two types of organizations. Among the different characteristics are 

methods used by organizations to impact Executive Development, including: 

    Defining the traits and philosophy of successful leadership teams 

    Establishing a direct link between Executive Development and business 

strategy

    Solving real and current business challenges

    Endorsing the use of non-traditional versus traditional development 

activities

    Reliance on non-traditional techniques to build hard and soft leadership 

skills

    Effectively measuring Executive Development activities and outcomes

    Applying Executive Development knowledge to inform succession plans 

and determining individuals’ readiness to lead

The data also highlight the primary challenges organizations face as they 

are tasked to foster a learning culture. This report presents actionable 

recommendations for overcoming these obstacles by incorporating some of 

the strongest differentiators that HSOs embody.
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About This Research
The following research report was developed in partnership between the 

Human Capital Institute (HCI) and Vistage International, Inc. (Vistage) between 

September and October of 2011. A 29-item survey was distributed to 

approximately 10,000 HCI members, and 463 surveys were received.  Survey 

respondents were largely located in North America (72%), and 46% represented 

organizations of less than 1000 employees, while 20% represented organizations 

of more than 10,000 employees. The results of the survey form the basis of 

this research and are summarized in this paper. In addition, several in-depth 

interviews were conducted with talent development and talent leadership 

thought leaders from top organizations including Campbell Soup Company and 

Riverside Healthcare. To supplement the primary research methods described 

above, HCI researchers also reviewed relevant information from a variety of 

secondary sources, including white papers, articles, books, interviews and case 

studies. Many of these are cited in this report and all are referenced in HCI’s 

Talent�Development�&�Leadership�Practice�Areas, to which interested readers 

are encouraged to visit for additional reading and online events.

Definition of Key Terms
Executive
For this research, the term executive refers to C-suite executives and heads 

of major functions or business units within the organization and not middle or 

upper level managers.

Executive Development
Executive Development refers to any activity that cultivates the skills and 

competencies of a current executive, or an up-and-coming leader, within an 

organization.

Traditional Executive Development
Traditional Executive Development is often carried out via periodic offsite 

“leadership training” events, or as ad hoc training for specific purposes/skills 

development.  

Non-Traditional Executive Development
Non-Traditional Executive Development features experiential learning over 

extended periods and includes activities such as mentoring, coaching and 

peer meetings. The organization’s challenges are incorporated into this 

development so learning is more relevant to ongoing business needs.  



HCI Research

4 Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

Highly Satisfied Organizations (HSOs)
Highly Satisfied Organizations (HSOs) are defined as those respondent 

organizations that are satisfied with both their established and new leader 

growth and development as leaders in the past two years.

Dissatisfied Organizations (DSOs)
Dissatisfied Organizations (DSOs) are defined as those respondent 

organizations that expressed dissatisfaction with their established and/or new 

leader growth and development as leaders in the past two years.

Introduction
The role of a leader in an organization has changed dramatically over the 

past decade. In the past, it was typical for someone to join an organization 

early in their career, work up the “corporate ladder,” and assume positions 

of leadership within a fairly stable operating environment. More predictable 

internal and external market conditions favored this approach, and effective 

leadership was based on one’s ability to be a reliable steward of a company’s 

brand and established best-practices. Organizational change initiatives tended 

to occur more slowly and within hierarchies of multi-level decision making and 

several gatekeepers.

Over time, the systematic method for establishing and developing leaders 

shifted. The advent of web-based products and organizations demanded 

a faster turnaround of effective and more creative leaders, and the turn of 

the 21st century furthered that movement. Soon after, the Great Recession 

that began in 2008 resulted in significant workforce cuts, product and 

demand uncertainty, and had a profound effect on company loyalty as 

middle management roles were largely reduced and eliminated. As such, the 

leadership environment and the role of executives changed in the marketplace. 

Required to manage a leaner workforce, executives have had to devise a new 

approach to grow and lead organizations. Present day leadership operates 

within a cautious environment and must be prepared to address an evolving 

set of internal and external challenges that change rapidly. Key executive 

positions have shorter tenures, and the opportunity to develop bench strength 

has been severely compromised.

One way that organizations have addressed these challenges in today’s 

business environment is by implementing a more strategic approach to 

Executive Development. Arming leadership with the resources and knowledge 

needed to effectively and nimbly address obvious and unforeseen challenges 

is now identified as an essential skill by leading organizations. Providing 
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developmental activities and opportunities to hone theses skills for current 

and future executives has also become a priority of many organizations. While 

many traditional methods of executive development continue to be used by 

organizations, research has demonstrated that the use and application of more 

non-traditional means of development is key to strengthening the leadership 

effectiveness in the C-suite.

An important component of effective Executive Development is the presence 

of a collaborative culture within a company, and a team of leaders that 

recognize and rely on integration. Those businesses that have an aligned 

C-suite are better able to address day-to-day challenges by harnessing the 

strengths and abilities shared among them. Companies with a strongly aligned 

approach to Executive Development that are focused on constant leadership 

improvement and succession planning are poised for success.  By contrast, 

those struggling with leadership growth and executive development are 

bearing the brunt of market, customer and shareholder backlash.  

HCI and Vistage partnered to develop the following research to better 

understand Executive Development and profile those activities that are most 

effective. The research revealed a distinct split between organizations that are 

satisfied with the growth and development of their Established and Newly 

Hired/Promoted Executives’ abilities as leaders (Highly Satisfied Organizations 

— HSOs) versus those not satisfied (Dissatisfied Organizations — DSOs). 

Additionally, this research provides a set of actionable recommendations 

for organizations to consider and implement in an effort to transform their 

organization into an HSO. 

Current Leadership Environment 
The recent wave of high profile CEO transitions demonstrates the importance 

and apparent urgency of effective Executive Development. As the latest 

succession plan gone awry at HP illustrates, organizations unable to transition 

leadership effectively have seen immediately disastrous results. Lower stock 

values, stunted market growth and missed opportunities are the defining 

outcomes for these poorly-handled transitions. While every organization 

has the ability to rebound from this kind of setback with time, those with a 

strong Executive Development core and laser focus on effectively developing 

leaders are able to excel as their counterparts have struggled to understand 

what steps to take next.
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3    Nosal, David “The Case for a 
Holistic Approach to Executive 
Leadership Challenges” 2007, 
nosalpartners.com

Virginia Rometty’s recent appointment as CEO of IBM is a testament to the 

agility and productivity an effective leadership transition entails. Joining the 

company in 1981, Ms. Rometty has benefitted from IBM’s comprehensive 

approach to leadership and Executive Development. “Unfortunately, 

most companies do not invest the time, energy, and money to build such 

a disciplined process. IBM’s talent management process is very mature, 

integrated, and global. At the executive level the company takes development 

planning and succession very seriously,” Josh Bersin writes. “In general, 

however, our research shows that only 19% of the large organizations we 

surveyed have a business-integrated strategy to identify and develop high-

potentials. Almost half the companies we surveyed have an ad-hoc or locally 

managed approach — or no approach at all.”1

The benefits of properly developing leadership and executives from inside of 

an organization can often outweigh the benefits associated with appointing a 

leader externally. One Harvard Business Review contributor writes, “Outsiders 

typically are good at cutting costs and “turning around” a company. But 

because they lack true understanding of the company’s strengths — especially 

which individuals really have talent — but often as well because they lack a 

well-developed understanding of the industry and its markets, they cannot 

build new business. They lack the deep knowledge that would enable them to 

take intelligent strategic risks.” 2 

In addition to the need to develop future leaders, there is an equally pressing 

demand to improve the skills of existing leaders. Organizations with a well 

developed leadership team are better equipped to address the challenges 

inherent in today’s economy. “In recent years, the business environment has 

become far more complex. In turn, the speed at which executives need to 

make decisions is increasing, as well as the number of decisions that must 

be made concurrently,” David Nosal writes. “As a result, the new generation 

of leaders need to operate across a much broader spectrum of functional 

areas, and must possess far more sophisticated leadership capabilities to be 

successful than ever before.” 3

Companies must then ask themselves what the optimal environment is in 

which to develop leadership and strengthen Executive Development. Within 

many organizations, a culture of collaboration is emerging as the preferred 

and most effective environment for managing the myriad of challenges facing 

businesses today. Research has indicated that a culture of collaboration is ideal 

for developing leadership abilities and improving Executive Development, in 

addition to being more cost effective.



Driving Performance and Business Results with Collaborative Executive Development

7Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

4   Soske, Trina, and Conger, Jay 
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Issues” June 4, 2010, Harvard 
Business Review Blog Network

5   The Ken Blanchard Companies 
“Explore the Benefits of Executive 
Development” 2010,  
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In response to a period of instability characterized by workforce reductions, 

shifting market demand and rapidly changing technological capabilities, many 

organizations have transitioned from hierarchical leadership models to frameworks 

that feature flatter, more collaborative leadership. There is a pragmatic need 

for this approach, as noted by a recent Harvard�Business�Review article.  “The 

complexity, interconnectedness and transparency of today’s organizations 

mean that no one individual can get much accomplished by themselves. Most 

challenges and opportunities are systemic. Leadership is distributed and 

change now requires a collective sense and a coordinated set of actions.” 4

Inter-departmental synergy is required to ensure a collaborative model of 

leadership functions properly. Most importantly, the collaborative approach is 

typified by a C-suite whose actions are aligned with each other, as well as the 

organization’s business strategy. This culture of cooperation has several positive 

outcomes, including collective and more effective problem-solving. This is due 

in large part to a better and more holistic understanding of challenges within 

each department and shared learning experiences among the executives that 

lead those business units. A synergistic approach also ensures departments are 

working in tandem, rather than on competing priorities. 

This type of leadership culture is an ideal climate for effective executive 

development, as noted in a Ken Blanchard article. “Bringing high-potential 

leaders together in a cohort-based learning environment can help raise 

the collective wisdom of the organization — giving each other greater 

understanding of the organization’s strengths and weaknesses, and providing 

better cross-functional collaboration and problem solving.  It also builds a 

sense of community and common culture among rising leaders and among 

geographically and functionally dispersed leaders.” 5

Our research identified that a collaborative culture is the first fundamental step 

in building effective Executive Development. One of our survey respondents 

elaborated on this point when she said, “Before one starts a development 

program, the culture of cohesive working and good management practices 

must be in place. These set the direction of development and help to identify 

the gaps that need to be addressed.”

Organizations that do not already have a collaborative culture in place may 

find it more difficult to demonstrate and promote the benefits of cohesive 

Executive Development. Establishing a supportive environment is critical 

to achieve long-term and sustainable success, so conducting trial phases 

of executive development practices are encouraged. This can bolster L&D 

practitioners as they make a case for increased development activities that 

focus on cooperation and alignment.

There are a number of 
ways you can develop 
executives within their 
own areas of expertise 
through professional 
organizations and 
associations. But the 
heart of a highly effective 
team is the ability to work 
together, so you have to 
ask ‘How do we work 
better as a team, and how 
can we develop together 
as a team?’  At Riverside, 
our executive team meets 
every week to discuss 
business issues within the 
organization that we are 
struggling with.

Phil Kambic 
President and CEO, 

Riverside Healthcare
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Conventional Wisdom: Executive Development & 
Organizational Impact 
For the purposes of this study, we defined “Executive Development” as any 

activity which cultivates the skills and competencies of a current executive, 

or an up-and-coming leader within an organization. Intuitively, organizations 

recognize the value of developing better leaders and increasing their executive 

talent bench strength. Despite that agreement, however, there is little 

consensus on how to effectively “do” Executive Development.  

Historically, the traditional concept of Executive Development relied upon 

periodic development events such as classes, workshops, speakers, seminars 

and/or retreats. These event-based activities can be useful, but may not create 

lasting behavior change among participants if they are not coupled with 

some mechanism for continuous follow-up and practical application. These 

traditional activities can be characterized as more static learning opportunities, 

which have long been the accepted approach to Executive Development.

Thus, the need to create sustainable leadership growth and development 

has been the driving force behind the increased use of non-traditional 

development activities. The philosophy behind the non-traditional approach is 

a movement away from only static event-based learning and toward a hybrid 

model of classroom and event-based activities in addition to immersive, 

active-learning experiences that are conducted over extended periods of time 

and reinforced with current, topical organizational challenges. An organization’s 

unique circumstances are incorporated into these non-traditional activities, making 

learning more relevant to its leaders’ ongoing needs. As such, this approach also 

improves the relevancy and long-term effectiveness of the development provided.  

Non-traditional activities include:

    Internal peer group meetings

    Regular cross-functional team meetings

    Mentoring

    Custom-designed development plans

    Executive coaching

    Peer group meetings with leaders from non-competing businesses to 

share knowledge and best practices

    Internal leadership meetings facilitated by an outside agency or consultant

    Rotational assignments to expose leaders to various departments and 

functions in the organization

The old model, which 
people have been using 
for decades, is designed 
to train people to be 
better leaders with the 
implicit expectation that 
it will make a difference 
in how they lead and 
manage. The problem 
is that most executive 
training is episodic/event-
oriented. Someone goes 
off to training, learns 
some interesting new 
concepts, and within 
a few weeks time, is 
back to the same old, 
pre-training behaviors. 
What’s more, the training 
and the actual work of 
the company are often 
so poorly coordinated 
that measuring its 
effectiveness and value 
are next to impossible.

Leo Bottary 
Vice President,  
Public Affairs, 

Vistage International; 
Adjunct Professor, Seton 

Hall University



Driving Performance and Business Results with Collaborative Executive Development

9Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

Figure 1: How satisfied 
are you with the growth 
or development of your 
Established Executives’ 
abilities as leaders in the 
past two years?

How satisfied are you with 
the growth or development 
of your Newly Hired/
Promoted Executives’ 
abilities as leaders in the 
past two years?

All of these activities require critical thought and interpersonal engagement, 

and when compared to traditional activities, non-traditional approaches go 

beyond what can be provided in a class or an isolated event removed from the 

day to day reality of running a business. The ongoing exchange of ideas and 

solutions is the key benefit of non- traditional activities and offers organizations 

the opportunity to develop and support true leadership growth and executive 

team sustainability. 

Examining Executive Development through  
a Fresh Lens: HSOs vs. DSOs 
To better understand our respondents and their organizations, they were asked 

baseline questions about general satisfaction levels with the growth of their 

executives. Half of the surveyed population expressed dissatisfaction with the 

growth and development of their executives (established and newly hired/

promoted) over the past two years.  

This is a significant finding that demonstrates a challenge with respect 

to the current state of leadership that exists in many organizations 

today. It suggests a stagnation of leadership skills that could impact an 

organization’s ability to successfully adapt to rapidly changing business 

conditions. Succession efforts could also be hampered by poor growth and 

development among emerging leaders.

11%
14%

34%
36%

46%
41%

9%
9%

55%
50%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Very Dissatisfied

Somewhat Dissatisfied

Somewhat Satisfied

Very Satisfied

Net Satisfied

Established Executives
Newly Hired/Promoted Executives
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While there is notable dissatisfaction among respondents, there are some 

organizations that are realizing the benefits of leadership activities and 

comprehensive Executive Development for their established and new leaders. 

To identify the differentiating features for these respondents, our research 

results were segmented into two categories of data. In the remaining portion 

of the report, we will refer to  Highly Satisfied Organizations (HSOs) as those 

respondent organizations that are satisfied with BOTH their established 

and new executive growth and development in the past two years; whereas 

Dissatisfied Organizations (DSOs) refer to those respondent organizations 

that are dissatisfied with their established and/or new executive growth and 

development in the past two years. Forty-two percent (42%) of the survey 

respondents were identified as HSOs and 58% as DSOs..

In the following sections of this report, we will profile the HSOs to better 

understand the philosophies and activities these organizations use to develop 

their executive team.

Key Survey Findings:  
Differentiating HSOs from DSOs 
Reviewing the survey results through the lens of HSO and DSO provides an 

opportunity to further define and explore those techniques that are most 

effective at moving the needle with respect to Executive Development, and 

further explore the challenges faced by those organizations still struggling to 

develop their leadership with a comprehensive strategy.

In the following section of the report, we will examine what differentiates HSOs 

from DSOs in our survey data. These areas include: 

    Defining the traits and philosophy of successful leadership teams 

    Establishing a direct link between Executive Development and business 

strategy

    Endorsing the use of non-traditional versus traditional development 

activities

    Reliance on non-traditional techniques to build hard (legal, financial, etc.) 

and soft (creativity, communication, etc.) leadership skills 

    Effectively measuring Executive Development activities and outcomes

    Applying Executive Development knowledge to inform succession plans 

and determining individuals’ readiness to lead

Highly Satisfied 
Organizations (HSOs) 

Respondents who are very 
or somewhat satisfied with 

BOTH their established 
and new leader growth and 

development in the past 
two years

Dissatisfied Organizations 
(DSOs) 

Respondents who are 
dissatisfied with their 

established and/or 
new leader growth and 
development in the past 

two years



Driving Performance and Business Results with Collaborative Executive Development

11Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

Defining Traits: Leadership Alignment
One of the most notable distinctions of an HSO is the leadership environment 

in which the business operates. A culture of cohesion, collaboration, and 

cooperation at the top of the organization is one of the single defining aspects 

of executive interpersonal behavior and success at HSOs. It is quite striking 

that nearly 3 in 4 HSOs agreed that their executives operate as a cohesive and 

aligned team, while less than 1 in 3 DSOs agreed with this assessment.

By contrast, DSOs are more likely to operate in silos with departments 

that function independently and in isolation from each other. This 

compartmentalized framework has the potential to create an environment of 

conflicting priorities that can stifle an organization’s growth and performance. 

At the C-level, it is imperative that one single business strategy is driving 

every department. Misalignment on this front contributes to conflicting 

organizational goals and methods to achieve those goals.

Ulrich Nettesheim, a co-founder of Passages Consulting, founder of Umanity and 

a lecturer at UC Berkley’s Haas School of Business elaborated on the importance 

of alignment and the challenges surrounding it when he said, “A lot of executives 

falsely believe that all a team is, is a collection of individuals, but senior team 

alignment starts with collective thinking. A C-suite team must ask themselves, 

‘Do we have a shared strategy?’ and secondly, ‘How are we going to execute that 

strategy?’ To have a team aligned around a strategy requires a lot of time around 

one another, but executives struggle mightily to make time for these things.”  

Leading effectively is 
based on three principles: 
to inspire and engage; 
to execute strategies and 
operationalize it; and 
to extend leadership 
of the strategy beyond 
the C-suite. A lot of 
strategy unravels in the 
C-suite because there 
is insufficient alignment 
among executives about 
what the strategy is 
and how to achieve 
it.  The other big killer 
of strategy is in lack of 
shared understanding and 
buy-in between the top 
team and the next level 
of leaders that report to 
them. If that next down 
doesn’t get the why, what 
and how of the strategy, 
then it is much less 
likely the strategy will be 
deployed effectively. 

Ulrich Nettesheim 
Passages Consulting; 

Lecturer, Haas School of 
Business, UC Berkeley

69%
55%

75%
56%

31%
74%

43%
71%

0% 10% 20%30% 40% 50%60%70% 80%

Executives in my organization
 operate independently

 from one another

Functional sectors/departments
 of my organization are isolated

 and independent

In my organization, executives
 operate as a cohesive

 and aligned team

Major decisions in my
 organization are made based on
 a consensus among executives

Dissatisfied Organizations (DSOs) 
Highly Satisfied Organizations (HSOs) 

Figure 2: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
related to your organization:  % Strongly or Somewhat Agree
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Figure 3: How effective is 
your organization’s approach 

to established executive 
development and in regards 
to developing cohesion and 

collaboration among the 
executive team. 

% Very/Somewhat Effective

Creating alignment and collaboration is a challenging endeavor that requires 

clear direction and a supportive framework to be successful. J. Richard 

Hackman, the Edgar Pierce Professor of Social and Organizational Psychology 

at Harvard University and a leading expert on teams, outlined five conditions 

for a team to be successful:

    The team must be a real team, rather than a team in name only

    It must have compelling direction for its work

    It must have an enabling structure that facilitates teamwork

    The team must operate within a supportive organizational context

    The team needs to have expert teamwork coaching 

Dr. Hackman cautioned, “We found that almost every senior team we studied 

thought that it had set unambiguous boundaries. Yet when we asked members 

to describe their team, fewer than 10% agreed about who was on it. And these 

were teams of senior executives!”  He went on to point out the benefits of 

correctly-constructed teams. “A good team will satisfy its internal or external 

clients, become stronger as a unit as time passes, and foster the learning and 

growth of its individual members.” 6, 7 

All of the thought leaders interviewed for this report touted the benefits of 

collaboration and the advantages of an aligned executive team. Additionally, 

the survey results underscore the desire of leading organizations to accentuate 

and grow this culture of cooperation. HSOs are nearly twice as effective at 

developing a cohesive, collaborative executive team based on their approach 

to Executive Development than their counterparts. The competitive edge this 

provides HSOs as a result is substantial. An organization’s ability to move in 

concert affords quicker, nimbler, and more strategic responses to constantly-

changing market conditions and evolving workforce needs.

HSO DSO

My organization’s approach to executive development is 

effective developing cohesion and collaboration among the 

executive team

86% 45%

Doug Conant, former CEO and President of Campbell Soup Company, spoke 

about the need for alignment when he first joined Campbell’s in 2001, and 

how a collection of talented individuals does not constitute a united team. 

“When I came into Campbell’s, 150 leaders of our top 350 came from outside 

Establishing alignment on 
the executive team plays 
a tremendous role for a 
variety of reasons, but 
especially sustainability. 
It takes a team to lead a 
company, and [facilitated 
team meetings] help us to 
leverage that team.

Phil Kambic 
President and CEO, 

Riverside Healthcare
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Figure 4: How much do you 
agree or disagree with the 
following statements related 
to executive development in 
your organization:

% Strongly or Somewhat 
Agree

the organization and they all spoke different languages. The Coca-Cola 

people spoke Coca-Cola, the P&G people spoke P&G. We practically needed 

translators. So, it became apparent very quickly that we needed to create the 

‘Campbell way’ so people could better communicate with one another and 

have a common way of problem solving.”

Direct Link to Business Strategy
In addition to fostering a culture of team alignment, HSOs emphasize aligning 

or linking Executive Development activities and goals with the overall guiding 

business strategy. 

HSOs are twice as likely to link Executive Development to their business 

strategy compared with DSOs. This synergistic approach is rational and 

practical because leaders are developed according to the strategic needs 

of the organization and not through activities that are peripheral to the 

organization’s stated direction.  

Not only are HSOs tying development with business strategy, they are also 

aligning Executive Development with a learning strategy. More than 3 in 4 of 

HSOs connect Executive Development with their organization’s learning and 

development strategy. The result of this connected and structured approach is 

considerably higher levels of satisfaction with executive performance. 

If you separate executive 
development from 
strategy development and 
execution, you’ve already 
lost half of the battle 
because you’ve made it 
an extracurricular activity. 
If the internal leadership 
development resources 
could help leaders tightly 
couple strategy and 
leadership development, 
or organization design 
and development, then 
they have something that 
can generate real value 
for the business and for 
the leaders involved.

Ulrich Nettesheim 
Passages Consulting; 

Lecturer, Haas School of 
Business, UC Berkeley

42%

84%

25%

78%

38%

77%

Executive development is linked
 to my organization’s overall

 business strategy

Executive performance improves
 over time with participation in

 the executive development
 program(s) at my organization

Executive development is linked
 to my organization’s learning

 and development strategy
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Figure 5: How frequently are 
each of the following types 
of executive development 

activities used in your 
organization?

% Used Annually or More 
Often

Non-traditional Versus Traditional Techniques:  
Frequency 
While the guiding strategy of effective Executive Development is tied into a 

collaborative culture and approach, the implementation of a development plan 

hinges on the actual methods used. To further explore this, our research looked at 

several different development methods within the realm of “traditional” and “non-

traditional” to understand whether one category was more effective than the other.  

The survey data bring to light a compelling connection between those 

organizations operating within a collaborative environment and the series of 

activities they use to develop and grow their leaders. HSOs have effectively 

married collaboration with learning by embracing non-traditional methods 

such as internal peer meetings and regular cross-functional team meetings. 

Taken together, the strategic approach to leadership and the use of these non-

traditional activities exemplify shared learning within a framework of regular 

and sustained exchanges of ideas and solutions.   

Non-Traditional Development Activities 
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8   Delray, Phoenix “Executive 
Development and Training 
Programs” September 1, 2010, 
MzoneArticles.com

Among the methods listed, mentoring was the most disparate activity, 

with two-thirds (67%) of the HSOs using this activity annually or more often 

compared less than a third of the DSOs (30%).

John Norris, President and CEO of AmeriFleet Transportation, uses a non-

traditional approach to executive development and is pleased with the early 

results. “Feedback from the team has been excellent. There was a bit of 

concern that the sharing of issues, concerns and things to be worked on might 

be inhibited, however, this has not been the case. That’s the result of expert 

facilitation as well as the fact that we treat each other as peers. To make this 

valuable, that has to be a key aspect of the culture of the business.”

The ability to reach out to others to vet new ideas and concepts is a powerful 

benefit of using non-traditional Executive Development activities, as one article 

comments. “New ideas and perspectives are the foundation for growth for 

any business, no matter what size it is. Once new ideas are presented, making 

decisions on whether or not to use and apply them must be made, so a good 

coaching program is also going to provide an effective sounding board for 

those decisions. Gathering the input and opinions of fellow executives in a way 

that is constructive and positive is the key to being successful here.” 8

Of the traditional executive development techniques listed, leadership retreats, 

offsite seminars and workshops were used most frequently by both HSOs and 

DSOs. Similar to the use of non-traditional activities, HSOs use traditional 

methods more frequently than DSOs as well, but it should be noted that the 

gap is not as significant as with non-traditional activities. It would appear DSOs 

have a greater reliance on traditional activities to develop their leaders, while 

HSOs use traditional techniques as supplemental activities and not as principle 

components of executive growth.

Another reason I 
see the [facilitated] 
group meetings being 
particularly beneficial 
is the message it 
sends to the team: 
It sends a message 
to the current senior 
leadership team that this 
is your responsibility. 
It reinforces the 
importance of their roles 
and the importance of 
their leadership in the 
business. It also sends 
a message to the next 
generation of future 
leaders that they are in 
this as well. It reinforces 
the commitment that 
AmeriFleet is making to 
grow their skills and grow 
their capability to take 
their business forward in 
the future.

John Norris 
President and CEO, 

AmeriFleet Transportation
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Figure 6: How frequently are 
each of the following types 
of executive development 

activities used in your 
organization?

% Used Annually or More 
Often

Traditional Development Activities 
% Used Annually or More Often

Traditional executive development activities are beneficial to address 

occupation-specific issues and skills development and should play a role in 

any comprehensive Executive Development strategy. But, they are not able to 

adequately provide the environment for ongoing dialogue and exchanges of 

information that non-traditional activities can.  

Non-traditional development activities, by contrast, provide executives 

with more opportunities to convene with one another and work together 

to solve current problems facing the C-suite. The nature of these methods 

is more deeply rooted in communication and the exchange of ideas 

among senior leaders to more cooperatively develop and solve problems 

collectively as a team.

David Blowers, President and CEO of Northern Trust, Midwest Region, 

has adopted several of these non-traditional development methods in his 

organization’s leadership development program and commented on the 

results. “Probably the thing that is going to pay us the highest long-term 

dividend is [the participants’] ability to come together as a team and learn 

from one another. Individuals in the program have built relationships that allow 
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The demand now 
is to develop and 
execute development 
opportunities that help 
solve imminent problems. 
[Traditional methods like] 
leadership retreats and 
classroom programs are 
valuable, but they do 
not address the line of 
fire problems executives 
are facing. It’s not about 
replacing those traditional 
methods, but adding 
to them and making 
executive development 
opportunities more 
dynamic and more 
targeted to effectively 
manage organizational 
challenges.

Ulrich Nettesheim 
Passages Consulting; 

Lecturer, Haas School of 
Business, UC Berkeley



Driving Performance and Business Results with Collaborative Executive Development

17Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

them to rely on one another around business issues that they can consult with 

one another on. That’s been a real special feature and we’re looking forward to 

broadening that further across the leadership team.”

Non-traditional vs. Traditional Techniques:   
Effectiveness

It is important to note that both traditional and non-traditional methods 

of development are important considerations when designing an effective 

Executive Development program. But, our research sought to further 

explore the effectiveness of such methods. It would seem that HSOs – that 

rely more on non-traditional methods of development and rate themselves 

as more satisfied with their senior leadership — are proponents of non-

traditional activities because such methods are more efficient at helping 

improve executive performance. And, unsurprisingly, the data gleaned 

supports that hypothesis. 

The survey results point not only to higher use of non-traditional activities 

among HSOs, but also reveal these activities to be much more effective. Our 

data illustrate that all but one of the most effective Executive Development 

activities are non-traditional in nature, with mentoring rated as most effective. 

As mentioned previously, mentoring had much higher use among HSOs (67%) 

compared to less than a third of the DSOs (30%), so it may be that some 

DSOs are moving toward a greater reliance on non-traditional methods of 

executive development.

The most effective development techniques were activities characterized by 

an exchange of ideas with other individuals such as mentors, colleagues, and 

executive coaches. An industry practitioner espoused the benefits of such 

approaches. “Indeed, the executive coach is, in many ways, like a personal 

trainer. The trainer’s role is to ‘remind’ the person being trained to do what 

he or she knows should be done. Good personal trainers spend far more 

time on execution than on theory. The same seems to be true for leadership 

development. Most leaders already know what to do. They have read the same 

books and listened to the same gurus giving the same speeches. For most 

leaders, the great challenge is not understanding the practice of leadership: it 

is practicing their understanding of leadership.” 9

9   Brenner, Mark “Feet to the Fire 
Executive Development” March, 
2009, The Global Consulting 
Partnership
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Figure 7: How effective 
is each of the following 
in regards to improving 

executive performance at 
your organization? 

% Very or Somewhat 
Effective

Figure 8: How effective 
is each of the following 
in regards to improving 

executive performance at 
your organization? 

% Very or Somewhat 
Effective

Most Effective Development Activities 
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Figure 9: How satisfied are 
you with how established 
executives in your 
organization have performed 
after participating in an 
executive development 
program?

The bottom line associated with conducting these activities is rather striking 

when examined by organization type. Nearly all of the HSOs (96%) were 

satisfied with how their executives have performed after participating in their 

Executive Development programs compared to only a third (35%) of the DSOs.  

An aligned leadership culture, a disciplined approach, and the utilization of 

frequent, shared learning exchange activities are all interconnected elements 

that produce significant results in developing more effective leaders.

Non-Traditional Techniques Build Skills  
for Executives
At the micro level, non-traditional development activities are more effective 

and HSOs conduct more of these activities more frequently. But it is important 

to ask what this means at the macro level, and to further uncover what it is that 

makes non-traditional methods of development more effective and valuable 

to developing executive leaders. Furthermore, it’s important to identify the 

measurable outcomes associated with aligning executives to reinforce the 

need for more robust Executive Development initiatives.

The results clearly demonstrate HSOs are simply more effective at building 

soft and hard skills. Specifically, HSOs are more efficient at developing skills 

to handle unknown challenges; creativity, divergent thinking, interpersonal 

abilities and communication; as well as legal, financial marketing and 

managerial skills.

It can easily be argued that the ability to think creatively and critically is a 

fundamental requirement for effective leaders in today’s hyper-competitive 

markets, and HSOs are more successful in effectively developing those 

essential qualities.

Dissatisfied with how executives
 have performed after

 participating in the programs

Satisfied with how executives
 have performed after

 participating in the programs

65%
4%

35%
96%
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[Participants in our 
leadership program] are 
more accountable, will 
make better decisions, 
accelerate growth and 
have a much more global 
perspective than perhaps 
they might have gotten 
had they not been part of 
the program.

Darrell Jackson 
President, Personal 
Financial Services, 

Northern Trust 
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Figure 11: How does your 
organization measure 

the effectiveness of your 
executive development 

program?

Measuring Executive Development 
The need for effective Executive Development and senior leadership alignment 

has been clearly indicated and supported with anecdotal evidence, but 

more than that is required to make a strong case for the implementation of 

these programs. Clearly tying executive development strategies to business 

performance is critical if organizations are serious about building leadership 

effectiveness in their C-suite.

While HSOs are able to point to effective executive development outcomes 

such as improved soft and hard leadership skills to validate their executive 

development programs, these respondent organizations were less likely to 

have established metrics or formal processes to substantiate their observations. 

This illustrates that even among higher performing organizations, there is an 

opportunity to improve the metrics and ROI of Executive Development. 

It would appear that both HSOs and DSOs tend to use observational rather 

than metric-based validations to measure the effectiveness of their executive 

development programs. A majority of respondents from both categories of 

organizations stated that their organization ensures�participants�in�Executive�
Development�programs�demonstrate�changes�in�behaviors�that�influence�
interpersonal�relationships;�and/or�demonstrate�changes�in�behaviors�that�
influence�decisions�and�business�results.

HSO DSO

My organization ensures that participants in 
executive development programs demonstrate 
changes in behaviors that influence interpersonal 
relationships

26% 6%

My organization ensures that participants in 
executive development programs demonstrate 
changes in behaviors that influence decisions and 
business results

36% 14%

My organization looks at whether and how 
employee engagement scores and satisfaction 
levels increase after executive development 
programs

23% 16%

Some combination of the above 53% 47%

Not measured/N/A 4% 25%

Other 3% 4%
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Figure 12: Does your 
organization use:

Any type of metrics or a 
formal process to evaluate 
the growth or development 
of an executive’s abilities as 
a leader

Pre- and post-executive 
hire/promotion assessments 

Any type of metrics to track 
executive development 
costs

Use of any type of metrics or formal evaluation processes to measure the 

growth or development of an executive’s abilities as a leader or the costs of 

development programs was fairly low among both HSOs and DSOs.  

Coupled with this lower utilization of metrics is the fact that nearly half of HSOs 

were unable to provide an annual expenditure amount related to Executive 

Development. 

It would behoove organizations that prioritize and focus on Executive 

Development to incorporate some level of evaluation metrics to monitor 

the progress of development activities and drive improvements where 

necessary. Without a benchmark measure of an organization’s leadership skills 

and abilities, it is very difficult to quantify the effectiveness of an executive 

development program.

While the ROI for Executive Development has not been fully established at 

most organizations, there are other ways to gauge the effectiveness of these 

initiatives. One such way is to assess the “readiness” of future leaders who are 

planned to assume leadership roles.

The data show that HSOs have a clear advantage over DSOs in terms of 

developing new leaders. The majority (85%) of newly hired leaders at HSOs are 

ready to assume their roles as leaders in their organizations within 12 months of 

their hire date, but only 57% of DSOs can make this same claim.

Use metrics to track costs

Use pre and post assessments

Use metrics or formal process to
 evaluate growth or development
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Figure 13: Thinking about 
newly hired leaders in your 
organization, what is their 
time to readiness? When 
are they ready to assume 

their role as a leader in your 
organization?

Figure 14: How frequently 
does your organization go 

outside to fill leadership 
roles?

Beyond this readiness to lead measure, survey respondents were also asked 

how often they fill leadership roles from outside of their organization. The data 

show that nearly half (44%) of DSOs do this frequently and seek leaders from 

external sources. By contrast, HSOs do this far less frequently, which may be 

the result of a stronger executive development program and ability to build 

robust executive talent pipelines internally.
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Key Barriers
Many organizations do not have a structured approach for their Executive 

Development. A majority of HSOs and DSOs indicated that development at 

their organizations is less structured, and executives participate in training 

primarily on an as-needed basis.  

Among DSOs, lack of structure and poor planning are the primary challenges 

related to Executive Development at their organizations. By contrast, lack of 

time to participate, a lack of funding, and ROI measurement inadequacies are 

the largest barriers for HSOs.

These findings suggest Executive Development has to continue evolving 

from an ad-hoc practice to a more structured, comprehensive strategy that is 

ideally folded into the organizational business strategy to be most effective 

and successful.
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Figure 15: Identify the top THREE challenges related to executive 
development at your organization?

Doing Executive 
Development well is 
challenging. It’s difficult 
because “best practices” 
don’t seem to be getting 
the results leaders are 
promised. It takes time, 
resources, and new 
thinking, which are all in 
short supply. 

Aside from the 
practical challenges, 
the mental models 
leadership development 
professionals often rely 
on are from a bygone era. 
[Executive] development 
happens best in-situ, 
namely in the course of 
leaders doing their day 
jobs. Between the great 
leadership course or 
the great workshop, too 
much seems to get lost in 
translation. 

Ulrich Nettesheim 
Passages Consulting; 

Lecturer, Haas School of 
Business, UC Berkeley 

Lack of training resources
 or funding

We are unable to measure
 program effectiveness

 or show an ROI for
 executive development

Executives at my
 organization do not have

 the time to participate
 in development programs

Executive development
 is not planned properly

 at my organization

We lack a structured
 ongoing approach to

 executive development

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

34%

48%

33%

47%

40%

53%

60%

28%

72%

47%

Dissatisfied Organizations (DSOs) 
Highly Satisfied Organizations (HSOs) 



HCI Research

24 Copyright © 2011 Human Capital Institute. All rights reserved.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Today’s leaders must confront a business landscape that is significantly different 

from just a few short years ago. The accelerated speed at which change is 

occurring, coupled with the heightened complexity of these issues, requires 

a shift in leadership culture and an emphasis on collaboration to effectively 

address current and anticipated challenges.

This study was designed to profile and explore organizations that excel at 

developing leadership skills, particularly those required to address both an 

organization’s known and unknown challenges, including creativity, divergent 

thinking, interpersonal abilities and communications. In addition to identifying 

those methods or interventions that were most effective, we were able to 

identify a clear link between culture and Executive Development.  

There is much to be learned from those organizations that are satisfied with 

their executive growth and development. HSOs understand that effective 

Executive Development is not based on conducting isolated, infrequent, 

disparate activities. Rather, key elements need to be in place and working 

cohesively in order to impact development. These organizations understand 

the leadership culture of a company has to be collaborative and aligned with 

the guiding business strategy. They further understand the benefits of relying 

on non-traditional activities that feature collaborative techniques to accentuate 

critical thinking and the exchange of ideas, while also understanding the 

benefits attributed to more traditional means of development. The most 

effective development plan includes the use of both types, and HSOs 

recognize that partnership.

While HSOs represent a more evolved organization with respect to executive 

growth, the executive development programs and strategy need to be further 

developed to include more concrete frameworks, in addition to metrics so 

improvement can be more effectively tracked and measured.

Successful Executive Development is built on the collaborative culture of 

leadership that exists within some of the world’s top companies today. Future 

executives will be developed according to an approach that emphasizes 

teamwork, critical thinking and the ability to improvise in the face of a shifting 

set of challenges. Companies that invest in establishing and strengthening this 

kind of Executive Development will be best positioned for success. 
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Appendix A: About the Research Partners
Vistage 
Vistage is the world’s leading peer advisory company.  We’ve been helping 

business leaders harness the value of professionally facilitated peer advisory 

groups since 1957.  Our leadership community includes 15,000 members, over 

1,000 world-class speakers, and more than 700 Vistage Chairs (professional 

facilitators) across 15 countries — all of whom contribute to enhancing the 

lives and increasing the effectiveness of CEOs and business leaders around the 

world. www.vistage.com

About Human Capital Institute (HCI)
HCI is the global association for strategic talent management and new economy 

leadership, and a clearinghouse for best practices and new ideas. Our network 

of expert practitioners, Fortune 1000 and Global 2000 corporations, government 

agencies, global consultants and business schools contribute a stream of 

constantly evolving information, the best of which is organized, analyzed and 

shared with members through HCI communities, research, education and events. 

For more information, please visit www.hci.org. 
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Appendix B: Respondent Demographics
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