Developing your senior leaders

Which methods are most effective for developing senior executives is a popular topic of debate, including whether or not their development needs are significantly different from the rest of the leadership population.
Is teamwork important?

It is no surprise that there is a fair amount of evidence linking senior leader effectiveness to organisational performance (eg. Low & Siesfeld, 1998) but there are opposing opinions as to whether or not a cohesive senior management team is important.  Some argue that many successful leaders do not work well together (eg. Vey et al, 2005) whilst others believe a unified senior team is essential in terms of co-ordinating resources and activities across functions in order to deliver the organisation’s goals (eg. Ancona & Nadler, 1989).

It is therefore important that any planned development considers to what extent the senior team are required to co-operate so that the appropriate emphasis is placed on team working.
Do senior leaders have unique needs?

The answer appears to be ‘yes’.  Many researchers (e.g. Cunningham, 2007) argue that senior executives have specific needs because they deal with greater complexity, increased visibility and intensified politics.  There are also fewer of them so standardised approaches that suit other leadership populations may not be appropriate and this is often demonstrated by senior leaders going outside their own organisation for development activities.
Charan, Drodder & Noel (2001) explore six key leadership passages that leaders experience throughout their leadership journey and argue that at CEO level the focus is on strategic decision making, developing the top team and ensuring efforts are aligned to longer-term strategy.  At this passage the ability to anlayse and evaluate data on which to base sound decisions becomes increasingly important.

So what is the best way to develop senior leaders?

There is no right answer to this question as research shows that senior leaders tend to undertake a range of developmental activities to increase the depth and breadth of their experience.  Human resource representatives can help the process by working with the senior team to carefully design initiatives such as job rotations, interim placements and projects that provide the right amount of stretch to help individuals acquire the skills, knowledge and experience needed for their current or future role.
Other activities include:

· joining professional bodies for continuing professional development including reading periodicals and attending or contributing to conferences

· teaching less experienced managers by facilitating workshops and seminars

· a variety of on-the-job activities such as shadowing and project work

· facilitated learning sets

· external assignments such as charitable work

· formal education and training

· coaching and mentoring

Senior leader development is complex and varied.  There is general consensus that the needs of this group are unique and traditional management development activities may not ‘hit the mark’.  Rather human resource practitioners who develop  planned, longer-term strategies for their executives that support them through the different transitional passages may reap the best rewards in terms of performance and organisational payback.

The Learning Consultancy Partnership provides bespoke coaching and development solutions to meet the specific needs across all levels of an organisation. To find out more, a full copy of the report can be found on their website under the research section at http://www.lcp.org.uk
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