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F O R E W O R DF O R E W O R D

August 2004

On behalf of The IBM Center for The Business of Government, we are pleased to republish two reports 
by Ray Blunt, “Leaders Growing Leaders: Preparing the Next Generation of Public Service Executives” and 
“Organizations Growing Leaders: Best Practices and Principles in the Public Service.” Both reports rank 
high among the most frequently requested Center reports. Like Mr. Blunt, we have been highly gratified 
by the positive responses that the two reports have received. 

In both reports, Mr. Blunt addresses the crucial question of how well the federal government is developing 
its next generation of leaders. In his first report for the Center, “Leaders Growing Leaders,” he examined 
four ways—as exemplars, as mentors, as coaches, and as teachers—that individual senior executives can 
grow leaders within their organizations. In his second report for the Center, “Organizations Growing Leaders,” 
he examined how government organizations can take on the same important challenge: developing the 
next generation of government leaders.

In “Organizations Growing Leaders,” Blunt examined five organizations within the federal government—
the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation, the U.S. Coast Guard, the Western Area Power Administration, 
the Veterans Benefits Administration, and the Social Security Administration—that have created exemplary 
development programs for their future leaders. While each has undertaken the task in different ways, all 
have demonstrated a commitment to providing their future leaders with development assignments, training, 
self development, and other state-of-the-art leadership development practices. 

The federal government depends on effective senior leadership. Mr. Blunt’s reports show clearly that the 
task of growing leaders may be as important a task as can be found today in public service—one which 
will determine whether government programs will be run efficiently and produce the performance and 
results citizens expect and deserve. We trust these two reports will continue to be useful to all government 
organizations preparing the next generation of leaders to replace those who will be leaving.

Paul Lawrence Nicole Gardner 
Partner-in-Charge Partner
IBM Center for The Business of Government IBM Business Consulting Services
paul.lawrence@us.ibm.com nicole.gardner@us.ibm.com
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Since “Leaders Growing Leaders” and “Organizations 
Growing Leaders” were first published, I have 
been very gratified that the two reports have struck 
a responsive chord with many senior leaders in 
government, as well as with emerging leaders in 
public service. In reflecting on the interest that 
the reports have generated, I believe two factors 
play a role: the growing instability of our world 
over the last several years and the increased 
emphasis by the government on human capital 
and leadership succession. 

I have been particularly pleased that the Federal 
Executive Institute has been distributing these 
two reports to their students in the Leadership 
for a Democratic Society programs. Both the 
Institute and the IBM Center for The Business of 
Government have been great informal partners 
in this leadership learning enterprise. The interest 
shown in these two reports, which has led to their 
being republished, is a tribute to all those who 
are seeking to grow the next generation of leaders 
within the public service. 

I have now had many opportunities to present 
the material in these reports in courses at the 
Federal Executive Institute, through the Council for 
Excellence in Government forums, and in a variety 
of other settings in individual agencies. In all these 
experiences, I have continued to learn from my 
colleagues and to become even more convinced 
that growing leaders is a critical task for senior 
leaders today. If leadership development is not job 
number 1, it’s certainly job number 1A. 

I have also had an opportunity to work with a 
number of government organizations as they have 
planned for and implemented many of the ideas 
contained in these reports within their own unique 
organization cultures and challenges. In all these 
cases, I feel as much the student as I do the teacher 
or coach. 

Based on my travels over the past several years, I am 
more convinced than ever that the following prin-
ciples are key to growing the leaders of the future:

• We learn to lead far more from tacit rather than 
from cognitive knowledge—as apprentices of 
“masters” in the school of intentional and chal-
lenging experience.

• We learn to lead from significant relationships 
with senior leaders and others who take the 
time to serve as our coaches, mentors, teach-
ers, and, above all, our examples. These are, 
indeed, servant leaders who have an “other” 
focus rather than a “me” focus. And they are 
still too few. 

• We learn to lead from the very stuff of life—the 
hardships that may visit us all and that shape 
our character—particularly as we cultivate a 
“skill” at reflective learning and self awareness 
and have caring people to walk through the 
hard times with us. 

• If leaders are people who have followers, they 
are followed more because of who they are, 
not because of the power they hold or their 
external credentials or rank—or even charisma. 

Author’s Note to New Edition
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 Humility, moral courage, integrity, caring, and a 
clear-eyed focus on purpose emerge as far more 
critical factors for followers than any others. 

• And, finally, as Lincoln observed, the true lead-
ership crucible is power; it is the ultimate test 
of character—not adversity. Preparation for the 
test of power should begin early and honestly. 
Observers of the leadership scene as far back 
as Homer and the writers of the Bible have 
emphasized this central truth for us. It’s seem-
ingly the hardest of lessons to ever learn. 

It is my hope that by publishing these two reports 
together, the continuity and practicality of these 
principles will become even more evident to those 
in government today who are taking on a task far 
more difficult than my simply writing about them. 
To know and not to act upon that knowledge is not 
to know at all. 

Ray Blunt
August 2004
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Leaders Growing Leaders:
Preparing the Next Generation
of Public Service Executives

Part I
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“Above all, leadership is a position of servanthood. 
Leadership is also a posture of debt; a forfeiture 
of rights.”1

How to grow the next generation of public service 
leaders may be the single most critical responsi-
bility of senior public service leaders today. It is 
also among the most uneven efforts carried out by 
federal agencies and perhaps least understood of 
all leadership capabilities. This study seeks to help 
close that gap. 

It draws upon the extensive research on how lead-
ers grow as leaders, how the best organizations 
grow their future leaders, and then focuses particu-
larly on the crucial role that senior leaders play in 
preparing the next generation for the leadership 
challenges that lie ahead in an era of great change. 

As Peter Drucker cogently put it, leaders have fol-
lowers. They have followers because they earn 
the mantle, if not the title, through the consistent 
demonstration of both leadership capability and 
character. Who leaders are and what they do, day 
after day, determines for those who observe them 
whether they indeed “walk the talk” and are will-
ing to serve others as well. 

In profiling three leaders who have been instrumen-
tal in producing significant change in their organi-
zations over the years and in growing leaders, four 

common qualities of character and capability are 
identified in the report that appear central:

• An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service

• A deep (and demonstrated) belief in the worth 
and capabilities of people

• Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks

• Personal caring about people

A concise summary of how each of these lead-
ers has grown others is included in this report. A 
detailed profile of their leadership character and 
the capabilities that allow them to grow others is 
contained in Appendix II. 

What is known about how leaders grow—through 
the lessons of experience and documented in the 
research on the “best practices” of organizations—
can be summarized as follows: 

Public service leaders can best be grown through: 

• The examples of character and capability in 
senior leaders’ lives;

• Deep and lasting relationships with exemplary 
senior leaders acting as mentors; 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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• A systematic and strategic combination of chal-
lenging and varied job experiences and coach-
ing to learn leadership within these on-the-job ing to learn leadership within these on-the-job ing
experiences; and

• Well-crafted and systematic development pro-
grams that are grounded in practical reality, 
where leadership is learned through action 
and through deeply involved senior leaders 
as teachers.

The “how to’s” of becoming more self aware of 
your own example of leadership, and being an 
effective mentor, coach, and teacher are discussed 
with practical applications. Also, there is inclu-
sion of how to implement an effective leader-
ship development program based on how leaders 
learn—through experience and action and active 
involvement of senior leaders. 

For those desiring to explore this topic further, an 
Annotated Bibliography is contained in Appendix III. 

While the thrust of this report is on the practical—
how senior leaders can grow the next generation of 
leaders—the implications for the public service are 
profound. Today’s senior leaders have an opportu-
nity to leave a legacy, to help to instill public ser-
vice values and essential leadership capabilities in 
others who will in turn grow the next generation of 
public service leaders.

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS
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“When organizations in every sector of society 
begin asking the same question at the same time, 
something is up. The question—raised with increas-
ing frequency by leading public, private and non-
profit organizations—is, How do we develop the 
leaders our organizations require for an uncertain 
future?”3

   Frances Hesselbein

The transformation of the business of government 
is in progress. It is both a response to the extreme 
urgency of the changing times in public service and 
a groundswell in the world of work in general. To 
navigate these times, and to respond to the forces 
of transformation, and, above all, to attract and 
retain the next generation of public servants will 
require, paradoxically perhaps, today’s senior lead-
ers to look far more intentionally to serve the future 
careers of others. 

The legacy of today’s senior public service leaders 
can be to leave behind the people, the culture, the 
systems, and above all the leadership at all lev-
els—servant leadership—rooted in character and 
capability, that will ensure that public service truly 
serves the American people in the next generation. 
It is the task, likely the predominant task, of senior 
career leaders, primarily members of the Senior 
Executive Service (SES), to take the lion’s share of 
the responsibility for building this legacy of future 
leaders from the ranks of the people with whom 
they work. There may be no more urgent or impor-
tant task, but it is one that has gone largely begging 
for a solution. 

This brief examination of the critical issue of the 
future of public service leadership focuses on how 
this task can best be accomplished. It points clearly 
to the following conclusion:

Public service leaders can best be grown through: 

• The examples of character and capability set by 
senior leaders’ lives;

• Deep and lasting relationships with exemplary 
senior leaders acting as mentors; 

• A systematic and strategic combination of 
challenging and varied job experiences and 
coaching to learn leadership within these on-
the-job experiences; and

• Well-crafted and systematic training and devel-
opment programs that are grounded in practi-
cal reality, where leadership is learned through 
action and through deeply involved senior 
leaders as their teachers.

Understanding the Challenge

“Unlike the possibility of plague or nuclear holo-
caust, the leadership crisis will probably not 
become the basis for a best-seller or a blockbuster 
movie, but in many ways it is the most urgent and 
dangerous of the threats we face today, if only 
because it is insufficiently recognized and little 
understood.”4

   Warren Bennis

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

Introduction2
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Leadership and the development of effective 
leaders is neither easy nor is it well understood. 
Growing or developing excellent leaders is not 
the same thing as producing excellent managers, 
and it does not occur in the same way. We look to 
each—managers and leaders—to produce certain 
outcomes that are essential to their times and to 
their circumstances.

Good managers produce outcomes that exemplify 
the very best bureaucracies—predictability, order, 
efficiency, and consistency. Change comes through 
gradual improvements. Managers accomplish such 
consistency through expertise in the functions of 
planning, budgeting, organizing, staffing, control-
ling, and problem solving. 

Effective leaders produce an outcome of change, 
often dramatic and highly useful. They take people 
and organizations through significant change by 
exercising three important capabilities: 

• setting a clear sense of direction with a com-
pelling vision and crafting strategies to reach 
the vision, 

• aligning people around that vision through 
clear and extensive communication, wide-
spread involvement, and personal example, and 

• motivating and inspiring others through satis-
fying important human needs that builds the 
energy to overcome barriers they will face.5

In a November 1999 study, Mark Huddleston inter-
viewed 21 Distinguished Executive Rank Award 
winners from the 1997 senior executive class of 
recipients. He concluded that the current system 
for developing the next generation of leaders was 
“largely serendipitous.” He cites both complacency 
and the lack of a coherent approach to developing 
true leaders (rather than functional experts) as at 
the heart of the problem.6

Also in 1999, the Ford Foundation, IBM, and the 
University of Colorado sponsored a national sur-
vey of over 600 thought leaders, practitioners, and 
leadership educators to address the question of 
future leadership in the public service. The findings 
were consistent with what other researchers have 
found in private sector studies—that there is a gap 

of leadership talent in the public service and that it 
will almost certainly grow in the next 20 years. 

Further, both superior capability and sound charac-
ter will be essential leadership abilities for public 
service leaders of the future, but that the latter—the 
development of character in leaders—is even more 
important than the former.7 Their recommendations 
on how to grow these needed leaders are consis-
tent with the central message of this report. 

How Leadership Is Fostered: The 
Role of Leaders in Shaping Culture
John Kotter’s studies of leadership reveal one pen-
etrating finding that can be applied directly to public 
service. Those organizations that have an earned 
reputation for attracting and keeping the best talent 
and for developing a coterie of strong leaders all 
share something in common—they have a strong 
culture where there are consistent shared norms and 
values concerning the importance of leadership.

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

Character and Capability in 
Leaders Who Grow Leaders

Mark Huddleston set forth four qualities that 
senior executives themselves identify as impor-
tant for leadership success: to have a clear stra-
tegic vision, the ability to animate others, an 
ethic of hard work, and personal integrity.8

However, in drilling deeper, the consistent 
qualities that emerge in the leaders who are 
not only successful but also grow other leaders 
would specifically include (in addition to per-
sonal integrity): 

• An abiding focus on the core purpose of 
public service

• A deep (and demonstrated) belief in the 
worth and capabilities of people

• Courage—a willingness to take personal 
and organizational risks

• Personal caring about people
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What Kotter concludes is essentially what Edgar 
Schein concluded nearly a decade before in his 
classic work Organizational Culture and Leader-
ship: The capacity to shape cultural conditions 
that lead to learning and to the development of 
leaders that can produce change is the central task 
of the leader. Kotter’s conclusion: “institutionalizing 
a leadership-centered culture is the ultimate task 
of leadership.”9

How Leaders Are Grown: The 
Lessons of Example and Experience 
If growing public service leaders is imperative for 
tomorrow’s changing world, if there is a surfeit of 
managers and a dearth of public service leaders, if 
systematic approaches to developing future leaders 
are rare, and if the task of a leader is to help shape 
the culture within which leaders develop, what is 
the best course to take? 

By now, it is better understood that, for the most 
part, leaders are not born—they are made; they are 
grown. The capabilities that are needed by leaders—
the behaviors, skills, mindsets, and attitudes—can 
be learned; the character qualities of leaders can be 
shaped within an organization’s culture. This puts 
to rest the most common myth that leaders are 
born. Both the excellent capabilities and the proven 
character needed in public service leaders can be 
“grown” within the organization itself. 

These conclusions emerge from probably the best 
longitudinal body of research on growing leadership 
available today: the years of study and gathering of 
data on leaders by the Center for Creative Leader-
ship (CCL) in Greensboro, North Carolina. In studies 
of leaders in the private sector, the nonprofit world, 
and the public sector, the findings are highly consis-
tent. Successful leaders grow through particular sets 
of experiences.10 CCL’s findings place leader learning 
into four broad categories:

• Challenging job assignments—42%

• Learning from others’ examples—22%

• Hardships and setbacks—20% 

• Other events—16% (including training and 
education)

Challenging job assignments are those that stretch 
the individual. CCL has identified the types of job 
experiences that produce leadership learning: 

• a change in the scope of a job; 

• a job that requires a “fix it” opportunity; 

• a job that needs to be started from scratch; 

• line to staff or staff to line switches (including 
headquarters to field); and 

• projects and task forces that require new skills 
or learning but where the individual remains 
on the job. 

All of these job-based experiences challenge, 
stretch, and grow the individual—and produce 
leader learning. For the leader who wishes to grow 
leaders, such an understanding is critical. This is, 
however, a notion that runs counter to the way that 
government managers typically develop—within 
their functional, organizational, and geographic 
“stovepipes,” and through training programs 
attended by individuals—”largely serendipitously.” 

Leaders Beget Leaders and Leave 
a Legacy
We see clearly that the task of growing leaders 
may be as important a task as can be found today 
in public service and as important a “result.” That 
there are more leaders needed, particularly lead-
ers with new capabilities and solid character, is 
perhaps intuitively obvious. That leaders develop 
within a leader-centered culture—one best shaped 
by leaders themselves—and that leaders develop 
over time primarily through challenging and diverse 
experiences is also clear. But, more importantly, 
what also emerges is that the central role in this 
drama is not played by leadership training pro-
grams alone, though they are important; nor by 
replicating “best practices,” though they are 
certainly instructive. 

The critical players in growing 
future public service leaders 

are the senior leaders. 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS
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Noel Tichy, University of Michigan professor, for-
mer head of executive development for General 
Electric (GE), and long-time consultant to GE and 
numerous other top organizations, benchmarked 
many of the best organizations in the world in 
growing excellent leaders. These included Hewlett-
Packard, the U.S. Special Operations Command, 
Tenneco, AlliedSignal, ServiceMaster, Shell Oil, 
and the exemplary nonprofit Focus: HOPE, among 
others. What he found in the very best organiza-
tions was highly consistent: 

Winning companies win because they 
have good leaders that nurture the devel-
opment of other leaders at all levels of the 
organization. The key ability of winning 
organizations and winning leaders is creat-
ing leaders.11 (emphasis added)

He saw certain fundamentals demonstrated over 
and over again despite wide disparity in the types of 
organizations (including public sector), the leaders, 
and the cultures. The leaders with a proven track 
record of successfully growing leaders:

• Assume personal responsibility for developing 
other leaders.

• Have a “teachable point of view” that they can 
articulate and show others how to make the 
organization work effectively, how to grow 
others, what behaviors are needed, and what 
values are essential. 

• Embody their teachable point of view in 
“stories” about the past and stories about a 
visionary future.

• Generate positive energy and encourage other 
leaders while making tough decisions. 

• Devote considerable time to developing other 
leaders and have approaches that normally 
involve vulnerability, openness, and a willing-
ness to admit mistakes, thus serving as effective 
role models. 

We now turn to an examination of how these prin-
ciples can be employed by senior leaders to help 
grow the next generation of public service leaders—
leaders with capability and character who will serve 
the American people. Then we will take a look at 
how these principles have been embodied in the 
lives of three outstanding public service leaders in 
their roles as exemplar, mentor, coach, and teacher. 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS
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“The ultimate test for a leader is not whether he 
or she makes smart decisions and takes decisive 
action, but whether he or she teaches others to be 
leaders and builds an organization that can sustain 
its success even when he or she is not around.” 12

        Noel Tichy 

We are accustomed now to the notion of a leader 
being a lifelong learner and someone who helps 
build a learning organization. “Teaching,” as a 
generic term, is simply the transmission of per-
sonal learning and wisdom from a leader to others. 
Exemplary leaders see it as their responsibility and 
their legacy to grow the next generation. At the 
end of the day, that is the only way that successful 
change is sustained. 

In that respect, leaders not only learn to be leaders, 
they learn to be effective “growers”—developers of 
other leaders able to translate the lessons of their 
experience into helping others to become leaders. 
Leaders beget leaders. So where do you begin if 
this is your objective as a senior leader? 

This section focuses on four roles—four areas of 
action where you can focus your efforts in growing 
the next generation of public service leaders: 

• Growing leaders through personal example—as 
an exemplar

• Growing leaders through significant relation-
ships—as a mentor

• Growing leaders through varied experiences—
as a coach 

• Growing leaders through development pro-
grams—as a teacher

Following this section, three outstanding leaders 
are profiled. These are public service leaders who 
have produced significant results and have made a 
priority of successfully growing other leaders.

Growing Leaders Through Personal 
Example: As an Exemplar
Leadership by example is not a new concept. As 
Peter Drucker cogently points out, leaders are 
defined by having followers. Leaders are followed 
more for who they are as observed by their behav-
ior than for what title they have or how expert 
they are. In essence, followers choose their lead-
ers. What may be new, however, is the perspective 
that people learn leadership from you whether 
you intend for them to or not; whether you are 
an excellent leader or not. Simply think about the 
leaders who have had the greatest influence on 
you—the ones you want to emulate and the ones 
you never wanted to be like. Both have helped to 
shape you. Now think about the people who have 
worked for you and with you over the years. If they 
were interviewed about your leadership story, what 
would they have learned? 

The Center for Creative Leadership found that some 
of the most telling leadership lessons came from 
simply observing leaders in action. Ironically, the 
lessons learned came from both good and bad 
leaders. That knowledge alone should spur leaders 
to be more aware of the congruency between their 
talk and action—walk the talk—and to be more 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

Lessons in How to Grow 
Public Service Leaders
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Making It a Priority: Take Stock of Your Time, Then 
Make the Time

It is quite simply impossible to conceive of a change in 
any direction, minor or major, that is not preceded by—
and then sustained by—major changes, noticeable to all, 
in the way you spend your time.13

Tichy observes that leaders who grow leaders start by 
setting an example, blocking time for this important task. 
Perhaps the greatest message you can give as a leader 
that you are making it your priority to serve the needs 
of the next generation is how you use your time. 

To start, go back over your calendar for the past 30 days 
and see how you have spent your time. How much of 
it was spent on what was most urgent: your “in box,” 
interrupting phone calls or visits, extended meetings 
about budget issues, correspondence, etc.? How much 
of your time was spent with your peers or with top exec-
utives, Congress, or OMB? If you are like most senior 
leaders, you will find that, as St. Augustine observed, 
“the urgent will drive out the important.” 

It is those very things that are important but not urgent 
where senior leaders need to focus time—intentionally
devoting more time to what Stephen Covey refers to as 
Quadrant II activities. 

It may be somewhat shocking to see that there is actually 
little time spent in intentionally or even unintentionally 
developing other leaders—mentoring, coaching, teach-
ing, informally interacting. Unless you spend some initial 
time reflecting honestly on what it is you do with your 
time, it is unlikely you will make the necessary changes 
to reorder your time and have it show up on your calen-
dar. That self-awareness is the first step in taking better 
control over building a leadership legacy. 

Finding and Preparing Your Leadership Stories
Effective leaders convey their own learning through 
stories—the lessons of their experience. In the exten-
sive Center for Creative Leadership research and from 
Kotter’s findings on leaders vs. managers, this is the heart 
of extending leader learning—teachable experience. 
Stories wrap the two central facets of leader learning into 
a package—experience and example—and make it a 
memorable and practical package. 

While there is much that is emerging in research on how 
the brain works—cognitive science—suffice it to say that 
we learn and remember information and even plan strate-
gically by ingesting knowledge and storing it in the form 
of stories. So storytelling should be an integral part of 
your leadership coaching, mentoring, and teaching. But 
where do the stories themselves come from? Perhaps you 
think that you don’t have any. Then a first step might be 
to see what were your own leader learning points. 

To start, get a large spiral notebook to use as a journal 
for notes about what you have learned and want to pass 
on. On the first page of the journal, draw a horizontal 
line across the middle. At the top of the upper section 
write “Highs” in the center. Near the bottom of the page 
in the lower section, in the center, write “Lows.” The hor-
izontal line represents your career or perhaps even your 
life. The upper portion, the relative “Highs,” represents 
significant challenge, excitement, high achievement, 
recognition, a great event, or a satisfying accomplish-
ment—personally or professionally. The lower portion, 
the relative “Lows,” represents failure, disappointment, 
tragedy, a setback, a bad boss, a bad relationship, a 
dead-end job, boredom, getting fired or demoted, etc. 

Once you have identified these key events across the 
span of your career and personal life, reflect on each one. 
For each high and each low, begin to draw out the les-
sons from it that may have informed or reshaped the way 
you now lead. If it is true that the emotionally impacting 
events of our lives lead to leader learning—even career 
setbacks and bad bosses, as CCL has found—then these 
lessons are critical and constitute the learned wisdom that 
we each possess about leadership. 

Each of these events is a story that can be told to oth-
ers as an illustration of a key learning in your life. It is 
a story that links ideas and experiences together with a 
“moral” or a central learning for others. Not only does 
this give you insight about how you learned leadership—
lessons to pass on—but it gives you ideas about how you 
might challenge others to learn as well and apply these 
lessons to their lives. 

Writing down these stories does not need to be accom-
plished at one sitting. Instead, periodically take time to 
use your Highs-Lows chart to recall what spurred you 
to learn about leadership. It is a good beginning for 
developing your own content for ways in which you can 
help grow other leaders.

Getting Started
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conscious of involving younger leaders in their 
sphere of action. But that can often produce a need 
to project perfection. Actually the contrary is true. 

As Tichy discovered, the best role models were also 
the ones who were personally vulnerable, open, and 
honest about their mistakes. As we will see in the 
lives of the three exemplary leaders identified for 
this report, it is primarily the personal and character 
qualities that stand out in people’s minds when they 
discuss leaders they have known. It is those aspects 
of personal character they exemplify that win them 
the “right,” if you will, to serve others through men-
toring, coaching, and teaching. Character and capa-
bility in a leader cannot be separated. 

While this may be the most important aspect of 
leaders growing leaders—by their example of char-
acter and capability—it is certainly the most elusive 
to “learn.” How can you know if you are setting an 
example that others want to follow, and how can 
you become a more effective example? 

Many, if not most, who benchmark leadership pro-
grams use a method that is designed to get at this 
issue—360-degree feedback. It is a common best 
practice to help leaders identify their strengths and 
weakness; examine the consistency between what 
they believe about themselves and what others 
see; and analyze the relationship between “walk” 
and “talk.” Why? Simply because most senior lead-
ers receive less and less feedback the further up 
the ladder they go. Often their view of their own 
strengths goes back several years, and those so-
called strengths now may be weaknesses. 

For example, the self-starting, highly reliable inde-
pendent thinker may find herself in a situation that 
calls for significant collaborative relationships and 
team building. What worked and was valued has 
now become a hindrance, and a factor that sepa-
rates her from her colleagues and subordinates. For 
reasons such as this, many top-flight organizations 
have identified not only their corporate culture 
values, but the behaviors that they want to embed 
in the culture by the example of their leaders. Such 
feedback from peers and subordinates as well as 
from superiors—360-degree feedback—combines 
to provide self awareness and the opportunity to 
make changes. 

Not only is the solicitation of such feedback an 
opportunity to learn and to change, but it also 
exhibits an openness and a vulnerability that are 
important components of exemplary leadership. 

Another important place to begin setting an exam-
ple is in serving rather than seeking to be served. 

If our … organizations are going to live up 
to their potential, we must find, develop, 
and encourage more people to lead in the 
service of others. Without leadership, 
[organizations] cannot adapt to a fast 
moving world. But if leaders do not have 
the hearts of servants, there is only the 
potential for tyranny. 14

It was Robert Greenleaf, former head of Manage-
ment Research for AT&T, who brought the notion 
of servant leadership into board rooms and execu-
tive suites. In his book Servant Leadership, he lays 
out the long known principles and precepts that 
those who seek to lead must first seek to serve oth-
ers—to live out a selfless attitude. A motivation of 
serving others first is one that is particularly appro-
priate for leaders in the public service, but it goes 
beyond customer or public service. It includes the 
sense that a leader is willing to devote his time, 
attention, and energies to the development of the 
careers of others—not simply his own. The politi-
cal culture often subtly affects the already inherent 
bent that we all have toward self-promotion. Coun-
terintuitively, it is in seeking to serve the develop-
ment needs of others and their careers that leaders 
can best set an example that others will emulate 
and follow. 

When the agenda is all about “my needs, my 
demands, my schedule, my priorities, and my ‘face 
time’ with superiors,” then it is unlikely that any 
initiatives to coach, mentor, or teach others will 
have any more credibility than a formal speech. To 
get at this, 360-degree feedback may be extremely 
helpful, but this is also an area that can use some 
self-reflection. Most of us rarely stop to seriously 
consider what we are doing with our lives and our 
time in relationships at work (or outside work, for 
that matter). The 30-day calendar exercise may be 
one way to get at this and to begin a systematic 
plan of serving the next generation of leaders. 
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Being congruent in action and speech and seek-
ing to serve others before self are two character 
qualities that distinguish a leader who grows other 
leaders through example. These qualities also are 
essential for growing others through mentoring 
relationships. 

Growing Leaders Through 
Relationships: As a Mentor
When Odysseus went off to war, he placed his 
young son, Telemachus, in the care of an older, 
wiser man who would advise the young boy and 
help him to mature should his father not return. By 
the time Odysseus returned after the war and his 
long journey home, Telemachus was a man. He 
had matured not only physically, but in character 
and wisdom and in war-fighting skill: He was all 
that his father had dreamed of. Odysseus owed 
much to the man who helped raise his son. That 
man’s name? Mentor. 

To clarify some things about this role, a mentor is 
not a supervisor, although supervisors can be men-
tors. A mentor is not a “coach,” although coaches 
can be mentors as well; coaches typically focus on 
certain skills, not the whole person’s potential. 
(We will discuss the role of leader as coach in the 
next section.) And a mentor is not a teacher in the 
strictest sense. While there are clearly aspects of 
formal teaching in being a mentor, teachers usually 
work with groups, not individuals. Even within the 
context of this report, a leader is not necessarily a 
mentor, but all leaders should become mentors who 
help a few others learn to lead. That is one lesson 
that Noel Tichy learned from looking at great orga-
nizations. And that is a lesson today’s public service 
leaders must heed if the next generation of leaders 
is to be grown effectively. 

Ideally, mentoring is a lifelong 
relationship in which a mentor 
helps a protégé reach her or his 

God-given potential. 15

  Bobb Biehl

Being a mentor is not complex, does not require 
extensive training, and is not a full-time job. In the 
best organizations where mentoring occurs, men-
toring is not even a formal program, although it can 
be. All that said, a senior leader can easily become 
a mentor by keeping a couple of things in mind 
and then doing just a few key things. 

We have already discussed the importance of 
blocking time on your calendar and reflecting on 
some of your “stories,” which form the basis for 
others to learn from your experience. 

Remember, it’s not about you. It is about the 
people you are mentoring. This is not a power trip 
or recognition that you know best what is right for 
another or that you want this person to champion 
your cause in the organization. At its best, this 
leader/mentor role is simply servant leadership. 
Your role is to serve the learning needs of another 
by building and sustaining a long-term relationship 
whose objective is to help the other person grow, 
learn, and reach their potential. To do this you give 
up some of yourself, including your time, for build-
ing toward the future. 

You must also keep in mind that the coin of the 
realm in mentoring is trust, earned trust. Above all, 
this is a trusting relationship, normally between 
an older and a younger person. Before you begin 
mentoring, understand that to effectively build 
trust there needs to be both mutual honesty and 
mutual vulnerability laced with deep respect for 
confidences. A mentor is not to feel like she needs 
to be a heroine with no visible flaws. Openness to 
mistakes of the past and learning from them is one 
of the best “stories” that can be shared. Honesty 
about fear, doubt, nervousness, and uncertainty are 
lessons of life that help protégés understand that a 
leader doesn’t always feel inside what is seen from 
the outside. 

So what do you do? First, find a protégé. Look 
around you at the people who have potential. 
This is harder than you think. Most of us want to 
mentor someone just like us—people we are the 
most comfortable with. But if your interest is in 
the future of the person and of the organization, 
you may want to step back and ask yourself if the 
person you might want as your protégé is really 
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the person with the most potential. You might 
also want to consider individuals with whom you 
already have some connection other than a strictly 
boss to employee situation. Are there people who 
already ask your advice from time to time? This is 
a good place to start. Now, what do you do? 

In a way, it’s like being a good parent—you simply 
spend some time together in a variety of settings: 
breakfast, lunch, taking a walk, sitting in your 
office, at your home, playing racquetball, taking 
a bike ride—you get the point. 

What is the content? Bobb Biehl recommends that 
you start by asking a couple of questions, and using 
this simple framework as a point of departure. The 
questions are: What are your priorities? How can I 
help you? 16 The easiest topics will likely surround 
work issues—a problem employee, to stay or not 
to stay in public service, when to look for a new 
position elsewhere, how to deal with a pushy con-
gressional staffer, what to do about a boss who 
won’t make a decision. 

The key skill you will need is listening—really 
listening to the words and the tone of voice, and 
observing the body language. Most leaders find it 
far easier to simply solve the problem for a person 
or to tell them what to do. Mentors need to be 
about helping people make their own way while 
sharing their experiences and perhaps some options 
to think about. Similar situations help serve as illus-
trations, particularly if it is something you struggled 
with and didn’t have a slam-dunk success. 

Mentoring, in the sense discussed here, has as its 
objective not simply helping people to learn, but
to learn to become better leaders. That can often 
mean encouragement to take risks, to break cultural 
“rules,” to get outside the comfort zone or to get out 
of a career stovepipe. Sometimes it can be helping 
a person get his or her life into balance when it has 
become overloaded with work, with no time for 
“saw sharpening” or decompression, or being with 
the family, or just having fun. Sometimes it’s helping 
with parenting advice when the burden has become 
too heavy. So while listening is key, if the objective 
is leadership, some judicious and caring encourage-
ment (gentle pushing) is often called for as well. 

Finally, a good mentor understands the organiza-
tion culture and the external stakeholders’ worlds 
as well. Introducing your protégés to people and 
helping them to become exposed to a level of the 
organization that they will be part of in the future is 
also an important part of helping them to grow. It’s 
not playing politics; exposure and an opportunity 
to observe are critical. Let them see you in action 
if that is not a part of their normal routine and 
let them give you input. Part of what is learned is 
“caught” from simply “hanging out” in a work set-
ting with a more experienced person and observing 
what occurs. 

One additional note: If senior leaders take respon-
sibility to mentor two or three others, much like 
the example of Paul Barnes, at the Social Security 
Administration (his profile begins on page 20), this 
relationship does not depend entirely upon being 
in a formal position. Certainly experience is the 
critical commodity, but it is not one that diminishes 
significantly over time. A mentoring relationship 
is one that can extend into formal retirement from 
public service and is a role that more senior leaders 
should consider establishing—even after they retire. 
Public service has lost many good senior leaders 
over the past several years, many to early retire-
ment. They are a scarce resource who still have 
something to contribute. 

Growing Leaders Through 
Experiences: As a Coach
Any senior leader potentially can be a mentor of 
another whether they are in the same organization 
or even whether the mentor is actively employed 
or retired, because the essence of mentoring lies in 
the relationship. However, being a coach typically 
requires some form of a leadership role in the orga-
nization because here the focus is experiential. 

Returning to how leaders are grown, the most sig-
nificant factors that grow leaders are challenging 
job-based experiences. A good leadership coach 
will make it a matter of utmost priority not only to 
have strong relationships with future leaders at all 
levels, but also to invest in their growth through 
intentionally ensuring they get the necessary expe-
riences to become future leaders. 
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At its best, “coaching is the 
process of equipping people 

with the tools, knowledge, and 
opportunities they need to develop 

themselves and become more 
effective” [leaders].17

Senior leaders do not “manufacture” other leaders. 
What you can do, however, is to create the condi-
tions and shape the culture under which people 
with potential learn and acquire the leadership 
attributes needed by the organization and public 
service. You help them to grow in the capabilities 
and the character which enlarge their capacity to 
produce change and significant results through oth-
ers. How would this work? What are some of the 
things you might do? 

Take a look at some of the examples of the three 
leaders profiled. (The profiles section begins on 
page 19). Leo Wurschmidt of the Veterans Benefits 
Administration would take many casual, informal 
opportunities to talk to people, encouraging them 
to take new assignments, to take a risk and move 
to a different type of job or to a different location. 
Paul Barnes did the same both informally and by 
reassigning people to work for him in ways that 
would stretch them. Dr. Janet Woodcock at the 
Center for Drug Evaluation and Research would 
spend time with small groups of future leaders, 
listening to their experiences and offering options. 
They each made it a point to get younger managers 
into programs that would allow for developmental 
assignments and likely job changes. 

Each of these individuals created and encouraged 
developmental opportunities, spent time with both 
groups and individuals, and had a hand in shap-
ing the infrastructure that supported such leader 
growth. These examples suggest three actions, that 
senior leaders in their role as coach can take to 
help grow other leaders. 

Forming individual coaching relationships
Coaching, by its nature, has many elements of indi-
vidual relationship. In that sense, it is like mentor-
ing. However, the intent of coaching is to create 

job-based conditions where people learn leader-
ship. This involves:

• challenging others to take initiatives to get out 
of their comfort zone; 

• creating specific opportunities for such stretch 
work through job changes, job rotation, reas-
signments, team projects; 

• advocating for them to others for such changes; 
and 

• being a “noodge”—helping others to reflect on 
what they are learning, being a sounding board 
for problems, and encouraging and even prod-
ding at times to make sure that stagnancy and 
discouragement don’t set in. 

Such learning isn’t always comfortable. There 
are organizational cultures where coaching is 
expected, and cultures where it never occurs. The 
military, sports, and performing arts are examples 
of where active coaching for the development of 
individuals and groups is the norm. Those may be 
environments that are worthwhile benchmarking 
for lessons to be applied to certain public service 
cultures where development is often more passive 
and individualistic. 

“Teaching” how to learn leadership
Here is one place where reflecting on your own 
leadership and life stories can pay dividends. 
Many people you will coach do not take the time 
to reflect on what they are learning or even have 
a framework for doing so. Typically, early in one’s 
career the habit of simply “churning” at the work 
for the day is about all that can be managed. By 
telling others your stories of how you learned from 
situations similar to the ones they are experienc-
ing, you give them a framework into which their 
experiences can be fit. You don’t have to give them 
answers; in fact, that doesn’t promote learning. 
Rather, let them use your metaphors and experi-
ences as a means for encouraging their own reflec-
tion and learning. 

You can also ask questions—a central coaching 
technique—which helps others learn by reflecting 
on what is occurring or may occur at work. No 
lesser light than Socrates pioneered this technique 
and it remains a good method. Simply asking your 
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protégés questions that cause them to think about 
what they are seeing or what actions they might 
take or what they may have missed can be very 
helpful in leader learning without micromanag-
ing—a deadly leadership sin that takes energy 
right out of a person. 

You can also do periodic organizational “post mor-
tems” after key stages of projects. Putting the entire 
team in the room and engaging in an honest self 
critique—senior leaders included—does much to 
make the point that we are all able to learn from 
our experiences. 

The Army uses such an approach in “after action” 
debriefings of exercises, where all of the members 
of a team are quizzed on what happened in a 
particular scenario, what was going through their 
minds, why certain decisions were made or certain 
actions taken, why hesitancy occurred—from colo-
nel on down to second lieutenant. Candid feedback 
among everyone, without regard to rank, is strongly 
encouraged as a means to build more openness and 
enhance the synergy of a team. It is a more active 
and vulnerable approach to coaching, but one that 
demonstrates that everyone can learn and profit from 
each other. You might want to try it out as a coach-
ing technique and as a means of setting an example 
of openness to constructive criticism. 

Active involvement
There are many opportunities for more active 
involvement—some of which are suggested in the 
approaches of the three exemplary leaders. These 
can range from reassigning a promising person to 
your staff, rotating a high-potential person into a 
temporary executive assistant or special assistant 
role, selecting a person to head a special projects 
team, or intervening with one of your colleagues to 
transfer a key member of your organization to their 
area for developmental purposes. 

Growing Leaders Through 
Development Programs: As 
a Teacher
While the culture of public service and the lack of 
role models are often seen as barriers to growing 
excellent leaders, so too is the lack of sufficient 
resources to grow leaders. Translated this means 

that with the wholesale and often random down-
sizing that has been occurring in the last decade, 
there simply are not the financial resources avail-
able for leadership programs. 

The options for many organizations are seen as cut-
ting even more people or cutting the margins. The 
margins are quite often identified as training, travel, 
and equipment or supplies. Hence, there is a tacit 
assumption that little can be done to develop lead-
ers if resources are short. While this assumption 
can easily be challenged on its merits (if people are 
our top priority, why do we cut people programs 
first?), among the very best practices for growing 
leaders are those that are in-house, leader-led, and 
experiential. 

Typically, the role of trainer or facilitator in a 
leadership development program is considered 
to be the domain of expert consultants, in-house 
trainers, or the HR development staff. But, as Tichy 
found, the very best companies and the very best 
leaders are themselves the leadership program 
trainers. This does not mean the token appearance 
of the “boss” to give the opening remarks in a pro-
gram or to drop by to see how things are going. 
Leaders have learned practical lessons, most likely 
grounded in good theory as well, that only they 
can pass on in a way that others will want to 
learn. A “classroom” setting is a good place for 
such wisdom to be transferred. 

Adult learning is centered on what is practical, not 
simply what is factually true. That is why even the 
best, most entertaining speakers, trainers, and con-
sultants rarely have a long-term impact. The stories 
that a leader can tell—often about hard-won expe-
riences, sometimes about failure—are stories that 
stick and can be applied. (Another good reason to 
develop your stories.)

GE’s Jack Welch, one of the most respected lead-
ers in business today, prides himself on having 
taught every two weeks at their leadership course 
in Crotonville, New York, for over 15 years. He 
actively teaches, passes on his stories of change, 
helps embed the corporate values and “no bound-
aries” mindset, and serves as a coach to partici-
pants in these programs. Over the years, he has 
influenced thousands of today’s leaders at GE—
many that now run the company. But perhaps what 
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GE may be best known for is their use of action 
learning as a means of developing future leaders. 
We turn now to what is perhaps one of the best 
approaches that a leader-teacher can use to grow 
other leaders. 

The effectiveness of action learning and its use in 
the best organizations18 builds on the basic under-
standing of how leaders are grown that was out-
lined earlier, aspects of which can be seen in the 
approaches of the three exemplary leaders. 

Perhaps the best way of describing 
action learning is as a parallel 
universe…. Accomplishments 

that might take months or even years 
to happen … occur in a 

matter of weeks. Learning and 
action are compressed.19

How would it work in your organization? There are 
seven key elements—each of which can occur as 
part of a leadership development program without 
significant expenditure of resources. Such initiatives 
depend strongly on the direct involvement of senior 
leaders in the process to produce two things every 
organization covets: real results and the growth 
(and testing) of future leaders. 

A sponsor
It is important that a senior person sponsor the 
commissioning of an important project that is 
essential to the organization—a strategic impera-
tive—and which will take a team to do it suc-
cessfully. Typically it should be a project that will 
require out-of-the-box thought, benchmarking of 
private sector and public sector organizations, and 
the learning of some new skills. The sponsor both 
gives the charge to the team and is the person who 
holds the team accountable for final, well-docu-
mented recommendations. The sponsor should 
also be in a position to make a decision or to get 
a decision promptly. 

A process
This is a leadership learning process. As such, 
some idea of the approach to be taken needs 
development. While not complex, it will need to 
be explained to the team that is formed. Typically 
it consists of a selected strategic issue; a timeframe 
for work and bringing recommendations back for 
decision; the use of experienced coaches who are 
currently leaders in the organization; and the provi-
sion of some form of “just in time” training on team 
skills, benchmarking, or any technical expertise 
that will be needed. The key point is to have an 
approach firmly fixed, and the senior “faculty” and 
staff identified and briefed. 

A team(s)
The team is often composed of individuals from vari-
ous parts of the organization, selected because of 
leadership potential for participation in this project. 
There could also be more than one team to look at 
various aspects of a problem or vision challenge or 
to tackle the same project with competing approach-
es. It is similar to what Dr. Janet Woodcock has done 
at CDER in using the Council for Excellence in Gov-
ernment Fellows to spearhead special projects and 
to build their vision and mission. Keep in mind the 
purpose is twofold: learning leadership through 
challenging experience and producing a significant 
change initiative or problem solution. 

A project
The sponsor or the senior team identifies the nature 
of the project. The project team then proceeds to 
gather data, conduct analyses, and frame findings, 
conclusions and recommendations for presentation 
for decision. The primary basis of the learning is in 
the doing. 

A learning of new approaches and applications
Here is where periodic forums such as short 
skill workshops can be interjected. Other useful 
resources might include a speaker from an organi-
zation that has done something similar, a bench-
marking visit to such an organization, bringing in 
someone from the staff or elsewhere in government 
with expertise in an area needed, an excellent 
video presentation, or outside workshop. There 
might also be time set aside for coaches to tell 
their leadership stories or for interim check-ins to 
explore problems or issues. 
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A presentation
At the point allotted in the project, a formal pre-
sentation, often accompanied by a written report, 
is delivered to the sponsor or the senior team. It is 
a decision-making forum where tough questions 
are asked and where professional quality work is 
expected. A thorough airing of what was done 
and how and why the recommendations are being 
made is expected. A decision within a short period 
of time by the sponsor or the senior team is also 
part of the agreement. Team members can also be 
selected for implementing the decision. 

A debrief and reflection
The key to embedding the learning is to learn 
from the experiences of the project. Here is where 
senior coaching is critical—to help individuals ask 
themselves the tough questions, to share candid 
observations about each individual’s contributions 
and areas for learning, to provide opportunity for 
team feedback to each other. Areas for further indi-
vidual development and for organizational process 
improvement are typically identified as a result 
of this reflection. 
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To better understand how leaders actually grow 
leaders, three case studies were developed which 
show how the following senior executives have 
worked to develop the next generation of leaders 
in their organization:

• Leo Wurschmidt, Veterans Benefits 
Administration, Department of Veterans Affairs

• Paul Barnes, Social Security Administration

• Janet Woodcock, Food and Drug Administration, 
U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services

Growing the Next Generation of 
Leaders in the Veterans Benefits 
Administration
The legacy of exemplary senior leaders is not found 
in plaques or awards, but in the people they have 
invested time and effort in developing. This is a 
trait to look for in identifying true servant lead-
ers. In this, Leo Wurschmidt apparently excelled, 
particularly in the example he set and in the many 
informal ways in which he coached and encour-
aged others. 

As an Exemplar
Perhaps the outstanding characteristic that people 
noticed and now seek to emulate was Wurschmidt’s 
abiding belief in the importance of the people of 
the organization. In a thousand ways he demon-
strated this by investing his time and energy in oth-
ers. He knew the names of hundreds of people who 
worked for him—their families as well. He took 

enormous amounts of time to personally write thank 
you notes, even for the smallest actions. He was a 
ubiquitous presence in the office, talking to people 
informally, and encouraging, questioning, and prais-
ing. Everyone interviewed about Wurschmidt men-
tioned how they make a practice of taking time for 
others as a result of Leo’s example. In his conversa-
tions with employees, he often shared his experi-
ences in many different positions and encouraged 
others to seek new assignments that would allow 
them to grow. 

As a Mentor
He also was known as a willing and open mentor 
of individuals in the departmental SES Candidate 
Development Program, sharing an extensive 
amount of time with these individuals. 

What came up most frequently in interviews, how-
ever, was not his more formal roles, but the daily 
time that he took to sit down and talk with people 
about their future plans and career aspirations. 
Perhaps because of his own varied career experi-
ences, Wurschmidt was often known to encour-
age people to seek new experiences in other parts 
of the organization and outside the organization, 
and to get into training. He put them on details to 
widen their knowledge and experience. 

He also promoted his people behind the scenes to 
senior leaders, championing their careers, often in 
a way that people only found out about much later. 
It was this selfless use of his time informally men-
toring and encouraging people to think about their 
future that may be his most important legacy. 

Profiles of Three Exemplary 
Public Service Leaders
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As a Coach
Wurschmidt made diversity a priority and took 
action to develop people. He forged a partnership 
with a historic black university (Jackson State), giv-
ing young interns their first experience in public 
service. 

He also was a key person on the Executive 
Appraisal Team, which established a balanced 
scorecard combining results and peer assessments 
of teamwork as a means of developmental feed-
back for senior executives. 

As a Teacher
Wurschmidt was one of the key senior people 
instrumental in beginning the first Leadership 
Enhancement and Development Program (LEAD), 
which was established to identify minorities and 
women in mid-career at the VA who possess lead-
ership potential and to offer them training and 
experience. Despite his position as a high-level 
executive with heavy responsibilities, he also took 
time to teach at the VBA Development Academy for 
up and coming employees. 

Growing the Next Generation 
of Leaders in the Social Security 
Administration
The comments consistently made about Paul Barnes 
give a clue to one of his most noteworthy quali-
ties—he truly believes that it is critical to invest the 
time, thought, and effort in bringing forward the 
next generation of SSA leaders. But the evidence 
also shows that he deeply understands how to grow 
leaders, particularly by the example of his life and 
the quality of his caring investment of time in the 
lives of others. 

As an Exemplar
Barnes’s deep commitment to public service and to 
the people served is perhaps best embodied in the 
admonition that several people mentioned—”Treat 
people the way you would want your mother or 
father to be treated.” When he said caring, commit-
ment, and compassion were what public service 
was about and when he said that the “security” in 
Social Security is the heart of the mission, those 
lessons stuck. And they stuck because he walked 
the talk, which others now emulate. The simple 

Leo Wurschmidt

Veterans Benefits Administration,
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)

Leo Wurschmidt had a long and distinguished 
career in the VA, holding significant posi-
tions of responsibility in all three operational 
administrations within the VA: those oversee-
ing health care and hospitals; cemeteries and 
memorials; and the provision of financial and 
other benefits. He served as an operational 
field director in San Francisco and Winston-
Salem, North Carolina, and he also served in 
the headquarters as executive assistant to the 
deputy secretary and as a senior staff official 
for planning, management, and policy studies. 

He served as the southern area director for 
veterans benefits with responsibility for one 
of four national regions of the country before 
health reasons forced him to step down 
to assume the position of director of the 
Jackson VA regional office. 

Wurschmidt attended Columbia and George 
Washington Universities and graduated with 
a bachelor of arts degree in political science. 
He served four years in the U.S. Marine 
Corps from 1968 to1972. 

In 1999 he was named a Meritorious 
Executive and was also the recipient of 
the 1999 Leadership VA Alumni Award for 
superior career leadership. Mr. Wurschmidt 
passed away in 2001.
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image of older people being someone’s mother 
or father is one that others now use and model in 
their relationships. 

As a Mentor
Over the years, Barnes was a mentor to countless 
individuals at SSA who are now, themselves, mov-
ing into key positions. 

He reached out to many younger persons over the 
years and remains in contact with them, serving as 
a source of advice by phone from anywhere in the 
country. One of his mentoring practices that was 
cited was the way he exposed his protégés to other 
senior people. Barnes would take them on trips 
to the headquarters office or to other regions and 
championed their careers or their selection into 

SSA’s Leadership Development Strategy
SSA is one of the few agencies in govern-
ment that has a clearly developed strategic 
plan that links their long-term strategy with 
the development of future leaders. This is a 
“best practice” of the best in business. The 
more common approach in government is to 
see leadership development as a program for 
individuals—with responsibility for it in the 
HR shop—and as an ad hoc process. 

While the key operational thrusts of the 
agency’s strategic plan are:

• To deliver customer-responsive world-
class service, and 

• To promote valued, strong and respon-
sive programs and conduct effective 
policy development and research, 

the key goal for the people who deliver the 
service and the programs is:

• To be an employer that values and 
invests in each employee.

With a potential retirement-eligible popula-
tion of 82% of the current SES rank leaders, 
91% of the GS-15 senior managers, and 93% 
of the GS-14 senior managers, SSA faces a 
wave of change in its leadership ranks. 

Their strategy to grow the next generation of 
leaders has been ongoing for some time. Paul 
Barnes has been one of the key line manag-
ers and advocates and is now the overall 
leader of the HR programs that undergird 

the strategy. In essence, it is a strategy that 
includes programs for leaders at all levels: 

• SES Candidate Development Program 
(SESCDP)

• Advanced Leadership Program (ALP)

• Leadership Development Program (LDP)

• Presidential Management Intern Program 
(PMI) for initial accession

These national-level programs are primarily 
two years in duration. They involve, in each 
case, an orientation and some core training; 
the use of developmental experiences where 
individuals are taken off their job and placed 
into challenging assignments for on-the-job 
leadership learning; and the use of senior 
mentors for coaching and advice. 

By all accounts it is a highly successful 
model and parallels the “best practices.”

The factors that contribute to the success of 
this approach include:

• Making a business case for leader devel-
opment that would communicate to 
decision-makers and supervisors;

• Getting clear executive buy-in and deep 
involvement; and

• Using the National Academy of Public 
Administration “best practices” study as 
a foundation (See Appendix III under 
Growing Leaders—”Best Practices” in 
Organizations). 
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key leader development programs, even though it 
meant losing these key people for periods of up 
to two years. 

People that he has mentored say that they now 
practice the same techniques in their leadership 
roles. They cite such skills as having learned to 
really listen to both sides. They also try to mimic 
Barnes’s calm practice when dealing with tough 
issues and people issues. And they are developing 
others by encouraging them to stretch and grow 
through new assignments, national leadership 
programs, and serving as mentors themselves. 

As a Coach
Barnes gave people the opportunity to learn and 
develop as leaders everywhere he went. Consider 
these comments:

Paul was always interested in bringing 
along new leaders—he challenged us to try 
new things outside of our comfort zone.

He appointed me to a new position that 
challenged and stretched me. He used it 
as a development opportunity to give a 
bigger picture of the organization.

Job-based challenges was one practice he used 
consistently and intentionally. A good example was 
the “open door coordinator”—a position report-
ing directly to him as regional commissioner and a 
communication channel to him with the people 
of the organization. It was a job that required the 
utmost of understanding and wisdom in listening 
to any employee who had a concern with manage-
ment decisions. The person had to develop a broad 
understanding of the wider Social Security opera-
tions, an exposure to multiple offices, and a range 
of managerial approaches. Negotiating and listen-
ing skills were also central. 

The coordinator was able to discuss differing 
approaches to solutions with Barnes and to draw 
upon his years of experience. The coordinator also 
accompanied him on visits to local offices and got 
to watch firsthand how Barnes worked with local 
managers and interacted with front-line people, 
often taking a turn himself interviewing clients or 
answering phones. Almost without knowing it, the 
coordinator was getting a crash course in leader-

Paul D. Barnes

Social Security Administration (SSA)

Paul Barnes has served in SSA in a number 
of highly responsible and visible capacities 
around the country at all levels for the past 
32 years. Currently, Barnes is the deputy 
commissioner for human resources, a posi-
tion he has held since March 1997. He is 
responsible for SSA’s people programs for all 
65,000 employees, and chairs the National 
Partnership Council as well. 

He has held key leadership roles as director 
of the Southeastern Program Service Center 
in Birmingham, Alabama; deputy regional 
commissioner of the Atlanta region; regional 
commissioner of the Chicago region; and 
the assistant deputy commissioner for Social 
Security operations. 

Barnes is the recipient of three Presidential 
Rank Awards for public service leadership 
excellence and two “Hammer” awards for 
significant reinvention initiatives to improve 
government service for the American people. 
He has twice received the SSA Commissioner’s 
Citation (the highest award in the Social 
Security Administration) and has appeared 
in Outstanding Young Men in America and 
Who’s Who in Black America. In 1997, the 
Federal Executive Institute Alumni Association 
selected him as the Federal Executive of 
the Year. 

He is a magna cum laude graduate of 
Lane College and holds a master’s in pub-
lic administration from the University of 
Southern California. 
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ship on the front lines through involvement and 
observation. In retrospect, each person who held 
that position realized that. 

In some cases, Barnes would spot a potential 
leader in a local office and select that person 
despite an apparent lack of all the credentials. That 
confidence made a big difference in the way the 
people perceived themselves. 

Barnes also challenged people to be mobile. 
Perhaps it was his own experiences throughout his 
career, but he preached the importance of gain-
ing a broader perspective that can only be learned 
through a variety of situations.

As a Teacher 
Paul’s own response to the question of the legacy 
he hoped he would leave behind is most telling 
about his role as teacher. He immediately said that 
it was investing in people’s lives and helping others 
understand why that is so important. He felt that 
the career and leadership development programs in 
SSA that he helped to launch (see the separate side-
bar on the SSA strategy) would live on. Paul Barnes 
is clearly meeting the central test of leadership; his 
greatest legacy may be, in the words of one person 
he has mentored over the years, “written in the 
lives of the people he has touched.” 

Growing the Next Generation of 
Leaders in the Center for Drug 
Evaluation and Research
At the heart of Dr. Janet Woodcock’s long-term 
strategy to change the culture at CDER to one that 
is outward focused on citizens’ needs has been a 
commitment to developing an entirely new genera-
tion of leaders. And at the heart of that strategy has 
been the use of a leadership development program 
for the highest potential individuals at the GS-14 
and GS-15 levels, primarily through the year-long 
Council for Excellence in Government Fellows 
Program. As the director of a very large and pub-
licly visible organization, Dr. Woodcock nonethe-
less has taken the time to develop others around 
her and to leave a legacy of a changed culture for 
the next generation. 

As an Exemplar
Courage is an often-overlooked trait in the leader of 
a non-military organization. Yet to take the people 
of a large organization through significant cultural 
change, many of whom are in opposition, requires 
not only persistence but courage. And courage is 
as contagious as cowardice. One of the things that 
Dr. Woodcock seems to have imparted by her 

Dr. Janet Woodcock

Center for Drug Evaluation and 
Research

Food and Drug Administration

Janet Woodcock, M.D., has served as the 
director of the Center for Drug Evaluation 
and Research since 1994. Prior to this she 
was the director of the Office of Therapeutics 
Research and Review in the Center for 
Biologics Evaluation and Research (CBER), 
also part of the FDA. Dr. Woodcock, an 
internist/rheumatologist with prior research 
experience in immunology, joined the FDA 
in 1985. 

She also served as the director of the 
Division of Biological Investigational New 
Drugs in CBER from 1988 to1992 and was 
acting deputy director of the Center from 
1991 to 1992. 

Dr. Woodcock received her M.D. from 
Northwestern University Medical School and 
completed further training and held faculty 
appointments at Pennsylvania State Univer-
sity and the University of California in San 
Francisco prior to her public service career. 
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example has been the courage of younger manag-
ers to become engaged in the Fellows leadership 
development program and to take on extra results 
projects that might well cause difficulty with other 
managers. The very association with such programs 
was not seen early on in the change process as 
career enhancing. Dr. Woodcock’s own example 
and willingness to meet often with Fellows and to 
talk privately in her office despite all of the pres-
sures on her spoke volumes and allowed other 
managers to emulate her. 

As a Mentor
Dr. Woodcock spends enormous amounts of her 
personal time at lunch with individuals and groups, 
engaging in small meetings, and having a very 
open door—particularly to any fellow.

As a Coach
Dr. Woodcock also demonstrates, according to 
many observers, a sensitivity to coaching—ask-
ing questions, drawing out people’s thinking, and 
encouraging people to keep moving forward. 

She has placed people into stretch positions and 
moved people around into new areas of responsi-
bility as a means of both getting new perspectives 
into different places in the organization and devel-
oping individuals with greater breadth and insight. 

As a major part of that program, an individual 
project is identified up front that will produce sig-
nificant results and serve as a seedbed for devel-
oping leadership. These initiatives are discussed 
at monthly meetings—at which Dr. Woodcock 
is often present—between all of the fellows and 
senior leaders. Her approach is to ask questions, to 
identify issues and barriers, and to keep encourag-
ing individuals in their efforts at change. 

Another part of the leader development strategy 
was to use the Fellows from the first group as a 
team to initiate a total rethinking of the vision for 
CDER, its mission, and its values. In the process, 
the team conducted extensive interviews with all 
stakeholders. As a result, the real grist for change 
emerged—saving lives of people by getting drugs 
to market faster. As might be expected, signifi-

cant opposition to changes in the status quo were 
encountered and significant lessons in leadership 
emerged from real experience—not from textbooks 
or lectures. 

Many of the individuals who have come through 
this program are now being placed in key leader-
ship positions. They have the vision and values as 
well as the leadership capabilities and the sup-
porting network to gradually change the nature of 
the culture at CDER. This is a classic example of a 
long-term strategic change initiative that has future 
leader development at its core. 

As a Teacher
A key part of that program in the last four years 
has been the selection of over 70 Fellows for the 
Council for Excellence in Government year-long 
leadership development program, and then using 
these individuals to spearhead change projects and 
placing them in leadership positions. 

In this regard, CDER senior managers have been 
selecting the best and the brightest potential lead-
ers for this one-year program as a strategic initiative 
(not an ad hoc effort aimed solely at the individual). 
They also commissioned a separate leadership 
program cohort devoted solely to the office and 
Division director levels. All selections are competi-
tive internally and at the Council, so that those who 
emerge are recognized as potential future leaders. 

Not surprisingly, the most consistent answer given 
to the question of Dr. Woodcock’s legacy was her 
commitment to growing leaders at all levels of the 
organization and actually doing it. 
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The approach of this report has been to set forth in 
a cogent way what is known about how to grow 
public service leaders in an era of great change. 
The conclusions are drawn from the documented 
results of research, from the “best practices” of 
organizations that grow leaders effectively, and 
from the examples of public service leaders them-
selves. Many of the insights came from developing 
a benchmarking report for the National Academy 
of Public Administration on the subjects of succes-
sion management and leadership development. The 
“filter” however, has been my own, from personal 
observations from almost 40 years in public ser-
vice, and from working with the next generation of 
leaders through the Council for Excellence in Gov-
ernment Fellows and the Leadership Development 
Academy—the Executive Potential Program and the 
Women’s Executive Leadership Program (WEL). 

The need for leadership in the public service is 
clear; the best practices for growing leaders is 
evident, if not completely intuitive; and the role 
of senior leaders in this development process is a 
well-established approach in the very best organi-
zations—public and private. It is from this founda-
tion that comparative conclusions can be drawn 
for the public service. But seeing it lived out in the 
lives of three successful public service leaders and 
framing it in practical terms gives these findings life 
and practical application. 

In identifying the three leaders profiled, the 
methodology began, first, with a premise—that 
where significant change has occurred in a gov-
ernment organization, transformational leader-
ship is behind it. All three organizations in 

which these individuals are or were leaders—
the Veterans Benefits Administration, the Social 
Security Administration, and the Center for Drug 
Evaluation and Research—have undergone signifi-
cant, positive change within the last few years. 

Second, it was assumed that there would be some 
consensus within the organization (and without) 
that individual leaders, certainly not alone, have 
been among the key individuals driving change. In 
that sense, conversations with individuals working 
in and outside these organizations, many of them 
future leaders themselves, were conducted. 

Third, a more in-depth look at the character and 
capability of these leaders as examples, coaches, 
mentors, and teachers was accomplished by inter-
viewing several individuals who have worked for 
them or are currently working for them, much like 
a 360-degree feedback process. The primary focus 
was to identify the practices that selected superior 
leaders in public service are using in growing the 
next generation. As should be clear, each leader 
practiced the four basic roles in a somewhat differ-
ent, but highly effective, fashion. 

However, in the course of these interviews, a pro-
file of leadership emerged which places in context 
why these three servant leaders are able to grow 
other leaders. At the heart of this lie not only cer-
tain practices and examples, but also a wider foun-
dation of leadership character and capability. The 
expanded profiles contained in Appendix II give 
a more complete picture of the synergy of skills, 
character, results, and experience that distinguish 
these leaders. 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

Appendix I: 
Approach and Methodology
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Leo Wurschmidt—Leadership 
Character and Capability 
Leo Wurschmidt’s leadership character and capa-
bility attributes coalesced around six prominent 
features that were consistently identified by those 
interviewed: 

• Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live 
out values

• An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service

• A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people 

• Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks

• Personal caring about people 

• A builder of partnerships among all stakehold-
ers—a service family team 

Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live out 
values
Often this is seen as an important trait, but difficult 
to pin down. In Wurschmidt’s case, this attribute 
was described in vivid terms. For example, one 
person said that if Wurschmidt ever said something 
was going to be done for an employee or a stake-
holder, he meant it, whether it took long hours to 
get it done or extraordinary initiative. He lived this 
way and expected others to carry out their word as 
well. The central theme of many was that “Leo was 
a man of his word, and every employee knew it.”

Another facet was that he would speak up with 
great courage about issues and initiatives in the 
face of opposition, unpopularity, or the views of 
senior officials. Others mentioned that he would 
not bow to political pressure in making decisions. 
He was known to make the right decisions based 
on the facts and would back up employees who 
did so even when pressured to reverse a ruling. 

An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service
For many people, what seemingly fueled Wurschmidt’s 
life was a deep commitment to serving VA’s 
“customers”—the nation’s veterans. Perhaps it was 
his own service during the Vietnam War, but his 
motivation was public service to those that served 
when called. 

One person said, “Leo’s legacy is to the veterans, 
which comes from his dedication to the mission 
and to his personal relations with veterans and 
those that serve them daily. For those that worked 
with Leo, it is difficult not to focus on getting the 
job done and done well.” 

A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people
It appears that out of a core value of caring about 
each person, Wurschmidt also had a bone-deep 
belief that the best way to bring about change and 
to accomplish the mission is to leverage the capa-
bilities of all people. A consistent comment was 
that he trusted people to do the job and valued 
both their effort and even their disagreements. 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

Appendix II: 
Exemplary Leader Profiles
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Listening and, perhaps more importantly, taking the 
time to listen were also mentioned as characteristic 
of how he led in a way that made employees feel 
they had a real voice in the things that affected their 
work lives. Appreciative employees said particu-
larly that he was not a micromanager—an attribute 
greatly appreciated by those on the front lines. 

One top manager also observed that one of the 
major leadership qualities was how Wurschmidt 
drove out longstanding fear that had existed before 
his arrival as the top director. This led to a different 
spirit among the people and laid the groundwork 
for innovation and real change. Mistakes were not 
punished but used as points of learning—as long as 
learning occurred. The other side of it was a high 
standard of service excellence that he practiced 
and expected others to follow. In other words, he 
created the culture and conditions where people 
could thrive. 

One “result” consistently mentioned was that 
wherever Wurschmidt came in as a leader, it 
became a better place to work. He created a cul-
ture that facilitated change and personal growth. 
He drove out fear. He promoted openness. He 
exuded encouragement in person and in countless 
notes. He set an example of extraordinarily hard 
work and very high standards. People were expected 
to keep their word—Wurschmidt, first of all. The 
veterans who were served were placed at the top 
of the list of priorities—not the needs of the orga-
nization. A wide range of supportive partners was 
created. Fun and a family sense were injected. 
Mistakes were allowed in the pursuit of better 
service and innovation.

Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks
Another quality that stands out is Wurschmidt’s 
willingness to undertake tests or pilot projects as 
the seedbed for change within the national change 
efforts. He was instrumental in testing and develop-
ing the notion of satellite benefits offices—an effort 
to bring services closer to people. The satellite 
initiative is now a base part of the national change 
initiatives. 

He also pioneered the development of VA ben-
efits services being provided right at the Military 
Separation Center, again a standard approach now 

used throughout the country. This initiative has 
chopped the waiting time for disability claims for 
separating service members to one quarter of what 
it was previously. 

Personal caring about people
Many of the people interviewed mentioned how 
Wurschmidt knew everyone’s name. A photo-
graphic memory, perhaps, but indications are it 
was clearly something he worked at because he felt 
it was important. This was not a gimmick, but the 
first step in being able to relate to each person that 
worked with him and for him on a personal basis. 

One indication of this was that he was known to 
hand-write thank you notes—literally hundreds of 
them—to people for a job well done, often putting 
in long hours to recognize what people had done, 
even the small things. 

While MBWA (management by walking around) 
has been part of the vernacular for some time now, 
Wurschmidt was apparently one who religiously 
practiced it. As one employee said, he spent time 
“in the trenches with the troops,” talking about 
what was really happening and constantly encour-
aging and thanking people verbally. The result was 
obvious—the deep loyalty among people that have 
worked with him was unfeigned and the admira-
tion genuine. 

In addition, he always took time to stop what he 
was doing to talk to people, to encourage them to 
grow, to challenge them. No matter how busy he 
was, people came first, and he was not annoyed 
by the tremendous amount of time it took. A 
case in point: One person who came to work for 
Wurschmidt did so because even he was impressed 
by the way this director of a large office took the 
time to meet with him—then just a young analyst 
visiting the organization on business. This person is 
now a senior leader in VA and attributes part of the 
reason to Leo’s example that day. 

Wurschmidt was always quick to turn a compli-
ment or an achievement from himself to others 
in his organization. His self-effacing manner and 
modesty were seen as rare among senior executives 
in the experience of the interviewees, but a clear 
demonstration of his belief that it was the people 
on the front line that matter most. 
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A story is told that illustrates his ability to relax 
and be natural with people while maintain-
ing their respect. This occurred at an employee 
picnic where the director—the leader of 300 
employees—was suddenly the object of attention 
as he mounted a children’s hobbyhorse in the 
local park and proceeded to ride for all he was 
worth. That resulted in several memorable photos 
of employees who wanted to be photographed 
with the “boss.” 

A builder of coalitions and partnerships as mem-
bers of a service-family team
Senior leaders must form partnerships and think 
strategically about collaborating with a wide array 
of stakeholders. In several comments, it was clear 
that Wurschmidt excelled at this but with a twist. 
The consistency of his character and values man-
dated that all stakeholders be made a part of what 
one person termed “a community of service.” He 
built this sense of community in each leadership 
position he held, reaching out to organizations 
that are often known for fractious relations. These 
included veterans’ service organizations, whose 
advocacy for veteran’s benefits in their lobbying 
role is often seen by some as at odds with the VA 
mission. Wurschmidt made them part of the team 
and part of the solution, and gave their repre-
sentatives respect, personal time, and a listening 
ear—much the way he treated anyone who worked 
with him. 

Congressional staffs, who are also known by 
some as partisan advocates, were also accorded 
the same courtesy and sense of inclusion in the 
community of service. Wurschmidt built a strong 
sense of partnership that did two things. First, it 
set an example to all of the employees that these 
external stakeholders were not “the enemy” but 
people to be regarded with a sense of worth. 
Second, it allowed both the support for change 
that would be needed and the capacity to say 
“no” and to be trusted and respected through it 
all. This is an often-overlooked leadership quality 
when opposition to change occurs among exter-
nal stakeholders. 

Within the organization, Wurschmidt was simi-
larly consistent, as new approaches to partnering 
with the labor unions came into being. He was 
known as a fair and trusted manager and leader known as a fair and trusted manager and leader 

and worked very hard, personally, to make it a 
success—not turning it over to the HR staff to do 
themselves. As a result, he was a natural choice for 
the first VA National Partnership Council formed in 
1994, where he was instrumental in developing the 
“Rules of Interaction.” These became the policies 
and procedures that formed the basis for how part-
nerships were to operate fairly among the almost 
quarter million VA employees and their representa-
tives at the local level. 

Paul Barnes—Leadership Character 
and Capability
In several interviews with colleagues and former 
employees, a picture of Paul Barnes as a leader 
emerges that is both compelling and worthy of 
emulation. He has made an impact on people 
wherever he has been a leader and continues to do 
so as he help’s lead SSA through significant periods 
of change and establish it as a benchmark public 
service organization. The key attributes of Barnes 
that emerge from the impressions of those inter-
viewed are: 

• Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live 
out values

• An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service

• A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people 

• Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks

• Personal caring about people

• A sense of balance in life expressed in opti-
mism and enjoyment

Barnes attributes much of his own bent toward 
developing younger leaders to others who men-
tored and helped him along the way. As a young 
intern, he had a boss who encouraged him in 
self-development and reading, and who started 
a local leader development program that Barnes 
was part of. He was also encouraged to work 
outside of his own job familiarity and to be as 
mobile as possible in order to learn and to grow. 
Another key person was someone whom Barnes 
worked for and whom he sought to emulate in 
his approach to leadership and management. It his approach to leadership and management. It 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS
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is clear that Barnes has continued to pass on the 
lessons others taught him, instilling the same in 
those he mentors. 

Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live out 
values
One senior official perhaps put it best: “He has a 
strong sense of personal values and he lives them 
out every day.” A common observation was that 
Barnes “walks the talk.” As mentioned earlier, 
genuineness and congruity, of behavior and words 
is key to a leader’s capacity to take an organization 
through change and to fostering others to become 
leaders in the same mold. 

Barnes’s public service values were summed up 
by one person who observed that Paul stressed 
“three Cs:” caring, courtesy, and commitment. 
Those themes would be played out in his own 
behavior. 

He also was someone who was not after leadership 
as an end for his own ego. One interviewee said this 
is not someone who was “power happy.” He blended 
humility with a strong sense of earned authority. 

That apparently came across as genuine to a 
wide range of people, whether it was in personal 
encounters or hearing him speak before groups. 
One person said that it was quite common for 
Paul to receive standing ovations from employees 
after speaking to a group of them. This person had 
never seen a senior executive get such a recep-
tion and believed that the heartfelt reaction was 
yet another indication of his connection to people 
and his genuineness. 

Barnes himself attributes his values to his parents 
who were sharecroppers while he was growing up. 
What he learned from them, he recalls, was a daily 
example of what is important in life, hard work and 
high expectations for yourself and for others. 

An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service
In the interviews conducted, the story that was 
mentioned by almost every person was how Barnes 
would often say, “Treat people the way you would 
want your mother or father to be treated.” He 
would observe that most of the people served by 

the Social Security Administration were someone’s 
mother or father. This image seemed to stick with 
people long after Barnes had moved on. 

One interviewee noted particularly that Barnes had 
“a vision for SSA and what it could become.” This 
strategic perspective included a deep understand-
ing of the importance of Social Security to the 
public, which for him was embodied in the term 
“security.” He saw their role as providing not only 
support, but support with dignity, giving individuals 
a sense of ease about the future and removing anxi-
ety. It was this bigger picture and the public service 
potential that he called people to think about and 
act on. 

Another said that what stayed with him was that 
Barnes’s true devotion to public service and to the 
mission of SSA was unfeigned. His focus on the 
core purpose was what he felt helped Barnes ride 
out many of the ups and downs and the tensions 
inherent in the transformation of SSA during the 
last 10 to 15 years. 

A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people
His respect for each person as a unique individual 
often came across in his ability to work easily with 
people of differing personalities and diverse racial 
and ethnic backgrounds. One person said that his 
“belief in the goodness of people is bedrock.” 

As a day-to-day manager, Barnes focuses on the 
“what,” not the “how.” A frequent comment was 
that he was not a micromanager. He conveyed a 
great sense of confidence in people and while he 
set high standards of excellence, he did not punish 
mistakes made in taking a risk or learning some-
thing new. He trusted people to get the job done 
with excellence. While he left people with the 
impression that they could call on him at any time, 
he also was clear that he was not there to manage 
the day-to-day details of their work. It was a trust 
that apparently bred trust. 

Courage—a willingness to take personal and orga-
nizational risks
One of the risks that Paul Barnes was known to 
take was on people. Two interviewees stressed that 
Barnes had taken a risk on them by placing them 
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in positions of wide responsibility and setting high 
expectations for their performance. In part, this was 
a strategy for their development, but a failure could 
have backfired on him. This willingness to take a 
risk on people set a tone that resonated with oth-
ers. He also challenged others to take risks on their 
own to try new things and to work outside their 
comfort zone. 

Personal caring about people
One aspect of Paul’s demeanor in the workplace 
was that he was approachable. He apparently 
could convey a sense of openness to listening to 
people that they felt comfortable sitting down to 
raise problems or issues or to get career advice. 
One person talked about his ability to listen and 
summed it up by saying, “He actually hears.” actually hears.” actually
Whereas some leaders would seem to listen 
because it was expected, Barnes was known to take 
the time and to respond with action, indicating he 
was paying attention to the individual. 

Another theme was that Paul was both straightfor-
ward with people and honest. This built a foun-
dation of trust by the people of the organization, 
not just in one place, but in each organization he 
headed. Trust is an essential component of the abil-
ity to lead others in change and of personal leader-
ship development.

A sense of balance in life expressed in optimism 
and enjoyment
While a balanced life is often mentioned as crucial 
in the best leaders, it is not typical for humor and 
enjoyment to surface. Yet, the people interviewed 
for this report, time and again, cited Barnes’s sense 
of humor, hearty laugh, and ability to keep a bal-
anced perspective in the midst of tension. One 
person said, “you could always tell when Paul was 
visiting the building because his laughter could be 
heard up and down the halls.” Others noted that 
while he had very high standards, he also made 
work fun, even in difficult times. 

Another example of Barnes’s sense of balance: No 
one could ever recall seeing him angry. A story is 
told of how Paul was in a meeting involving an 
EEO complaint lodged against a manager with 
some questionable management practices. This 
manager was creating great difficulties among peo-

ple in the organization, yet had recently received 
high performance marks. Barnes was confounded 
that such a manager would be rated highly, mak-
ing correction very difficult. But while he was 
obviously upset, he simply left the room, walked 
around the building and smoked a cigar, leaving 
the staff to talk over some alternatives. When he 
returned, he calmly dealt with the situation, never 
showing his obvious anger. 

Barnes placed a great, importance on family, often 
observing that his job was easy compared to the 
rigors of raising a family. A couple of interviewees 
also noted that at the time of the death of his first 
wife, he talked about true priorities in life and how 
important they should be for everyone. 

Dr. Janet Woodcock—Leadership 
Character and Capability
Dr. Janet Woodcock is somewhat of a different 
type of leader than the previous two profiled in her 
own developmental experiences and her level (not 
necessarily scope) of impact. First, she has occu-
pied for some time now the most senior position 
in the most visible part of the Food and Drug 
Administration—the Center for Drug Evaluation 
and Research (CDER), with all of the external 
responsibilities as well as access to resources that 
such a position implies. Second, she is a scientist 
and an M.D. and has thus traveled a somewhat dif-
ferent road in her own development as a leader. 
And, third, her public service career is not one of 
an entire career lifetime but of the last 14 years. 

Despite these apparent differences, there are more 
similarities in the leadership attributes she has dis-
played in helping followers navigate change and 
produce results and in providing for the growth 
of the next generation of leaders at CDER. Dr. 
Woodcock heads an organization that has been 
widely recognized for producing significant change 
under difficult circumstances. Nevertheless, part of 
her agenda for change has been to develop the kind 
of leaders that CDER will need to sustain change, 
many of whom have been through an innovative 
partnership with the Council for Excellence in 
Government Fellows Program. In interviews with 
many people who have worked with her, the fol-
lowing attributes emerge as the most prominent: 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS



35

• Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live 
out values

• An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service 

• A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people 

• Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks

• Perseverance toward a vision 

Unquestioned integrity of commitment to live 
out values
Those interviewed about Dr. Woodcock consistently 
mentioned her commitment to identify and draw out 
leaders, often new leaders, at all levels. Here she 
was not only looking to the future of CDER, but also 
using this approach as a means to reshape the cul-
ture. It is a strategy that recognizes that some indi-
viduals in key positions will not be able to change, 
and that by raising up new leaders who share the 
new vision, a more gradual process of transforma-
tion will occur over the long term. This, of course, 
has its risks as well as its potential rewards. Despite 
a crushing workload and uncompromising external 
pressures, Dr. Woodcock has been able to maintain 
her commitment to and demonstrate her faith in 
growing new leaders by giving her time and energy. 

An abiding focus on the core purpose of public 
service
The driving need for change seems to be a bone-
deep belief in Dr. Woodcock. Many of the inter-
viewees said that she strongly believed that the 
nation’s citizens demanded and deserved the best 
in terms of early access to new medications and 
that the safety of such medications should not be 
compromised in the process. One expression of 
this belief was that people were dying because new 
drugs were not getting to the market. This was a 
message that stirred hearts as well as minds. 

A deep belief in the worth and capabilities of 
people
One of Dr. Woodcock’s first official acts that 
has remained in the minds of the people in CDER 
is she personally visited every single office and 
attempted to talk to every single person as a way 

to introduce herself. As visible evidence of her 
caring about people, this could not be surpassed, 
but the fact that it also was completely counter to 
the reigning hierarchical culture was perhaps just 
as important. And she continues to impress others 
with her phenomenal memory for names. 

Her introductory visits were not a one-time sym-
bolic act. She continues to solicit the input of 
people at all levels of the organization and takes a 
personal interest in them, despite her demanding 
and highly visible position. She also has widened 
the participation of people in key meetings, draw-
ing individuals not necessarily from the senior lev-
els and soliciting their input at meetings. This was 
unheard of prior to her arrival. 

One mid-level manager commented that what 
makes Dr. Woodcock stand out is how she makes 
people feel valuable and good about themselves. 
She asks about the issues they are passionate about 
and is able to identify valuable skills and abilities 
that the individuals themselves often don’t see. 
Simply by asking questions and listening she is 
able to draw out people. 

There is also a clear sense that although she is 
highly intelligent and quickly grasps the essence 
of a complex issue, she is not lofty or inaccessible. 
There is an openness that she conveys beyond her 
“open door” to people—even when she disagrees, 
there is respect for the person. 

A key aspect that several mentioned was that Dr. 
Woodcock has created the conditions that allow 
greater input, innovation, and change—a more 
permissive and open atmosphere that draws out 
people at all levels. Her leadership influence on 
the culture is one that will continue to take a time 
and energy to realize. Like other aspects, it is still 
apparently a work in progress. 

She also believes strongly that successful change 
is a team outcome and is extremely self-effacing, 
deflecting recognition and praise to others. 

Courage—a willingness to take personal and 
organizational risks
One of the capabilities of leading change is the 
courage of conviction and the ability to instill 
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courage in others. Many of the early Fellows and 
other leaders were placed into situations—think-
ing outside of the box and being engaged in a 
new leadership program that focused on changing 
CDER—which were not seen as career enhancing. 
Even the early classes of Fellows experienced 
a lack of volunteers because of the perceived 
“danger” of being associated with such efforts. 

Some mentioned that her visible role also included 
a willingness to tackle some of the political opposi-
tion to the changes, which demonstrated her own 
courage and gave heart to others who were experi-
encing opposition internally. 

Perseverance toward a vision
The primary challenge that CDER was faced with 
was turning around a slow-paced drug review pro-
cess that increasingly left none of the stakeholders 
satisfied with the results: consumers, politicians, 
drug companies, or patients. Dr. Woodcock’s vision 
was that there needed to be a serious change in the 
way CDER did business, or it would become irrele-
vant in a world that demands better, faster, cheaper. 
But, initially, and even now in the eyes of some, 
the resistance to change was fierce. 

Some interviewees mentioned that Dr. Woodcock 
is not charismatic in the traditional sense and that 
it is even possible to underestimate her. What was 
noted was how her personal character of deeply 
held beliefs, passion around those beliefs, and con-
sistent enthusiasm and energy toward innovation 
came through loud and clear when she began to 
speak to groups or in one-on-one conversations. 

This attribute of personal character is one seen 
in many of the so-called “built to last” leaders of 
organizations—a sense that “good enough” never 
is and that making things better must be a daily 
part of organization life. Dr. Woodcock seemed to 
be constantly questioning why innovation could 
not apply to drug review and why new ways 
of doing things could not be found. She appar-
ently preached that the status quo simply was not 
acceptable and that she would not defend it. For 
those who had become comfortable with estab-
lished procedures, even justifying them against 
public criticism, this was a hard path to take. 
But what stands out is how she persevered and 
continues to do so, challenging the established continues to do so, challenging the established 

approach and encouraging others to do so, but 
without a “take no prisoners” attitude. That likely 
has allowed change to occur slower than some 
would like, but without the human turmoil that 
sometimes accompanies driving change from the 
top and the bottom of the organization as she has. 
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The references in the endnotes contain the primary 
written sources for the published research behind 
this report. However, for senior leaders or others 
wishing to explore this topic in more depth, the fol-
lowing references provide a wealth of information 
about how to grow public service leaders at all lev-
els. These individuals will become the leaders with 
the character and capability needed to transform 
the service of government to its citizens for the 
21st century. 

Leadership—The Overall 
Perspective
Burns, James McGregor. Leadership. New York: 
Harper, 1978.

The “classic” treatment of transformational leader-
ship, done in a scholarly but readable way. Looks 
at leadership in every sector and from many angles, 
contrasting transactional and transformational lead-
ership. Develops a general theory of leadership, 
which set the stage for later developments. Not 
nearly as practical, but good on the early theory 
behind most of what is discussed in this report. 

Kotter, John. Leading Change. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press, 1996.

The single best book to date on the link between 
leadership and change—the biggest challenge for 
today’s leaders—written by the preeminent thinker 
and researcher on the subject. It is readable, 
cogent, and eminently practical. His model, based 

on eight principles, comes out of extensive work 
with organizations that have failed to produce sig-
nificant change. His concluding ideas on organiza-
tions of the future and how future leaders can grow 
to enable them to navigate through times of great 
change are highly insightful. 

Kotter, John. A Force for Change: How Leadership 
Differs from Management. New York: The Free 
Press, 1990.

John Kotter has examined leadership and manage-
ment in more practical detail than perhaps any 
thought leader. His understanding of how they dif-
fer in execution and in their results is well worth 
reading. It elucidates better than any source I have 
found the way in which public service leaders have 
gone down a management path that is no longer 
useful in an era of transformation of government. 

Kouzes, James M., and Barry Z. Posner. The 
Leadership Challenge. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
1996.

Another excellent framework for identifying the 
capabilities needed in exemplary leaders. The 
authors use a framework of challenging the pro-
cess, inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to 
act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart. 
Their view is that leaders can and do make a dif-
ference in producing results through people and 
can learn to do so. They also include the highly 
regarded Leadership Practices Inventory for a self-
assessment or outside assessment of capabilities. 
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Rosen, Robert. Leading People. New York: Penguin 
Books, 1996.

Pioneer of the “healthy company” initiative Rosen 
sets forth a model for leadership based upon eight 
capabilities or principles: vision, trust, participa-
tion, learning, diversity, creativity, integrity, and 
community. An excellent source that is readable 
and practical, with great illustrations. 

Ulrich, Dave, Jack Zenger, and Norm Smallwood. 
Results-based Leadership: How Leaders Build the 
Business and Improve the Bottom Line. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press, 1999.

Written somewhat as a corrective to the notion that 
leadership is only about attributes or competen-
cies of leaders. The authors focus on a balanced 
scorecard of results—people, organization, custom-
ers, investors—and how to become more results-
focused as a leader. They ultimately conclude that 
to sustain results, leaders must build leaders. 

Leadership—The Leader’s 
Perspective
DePree, Max. Leadership is an Art. New York: 
Doubleday, 1989. 
DePree, Max. Leadership Jazz. New York: 
Doubleday, 1992.

Max DePree, former CEO of the highly success-
ful Herman Miller Furniture design company in 
Zeeland, Michigan, reflects on his views of leader-
ship and on the legacy of leadership he observed 
and implemented from his father and brother. 
Perhaps two of the more cogent treatments of lead-
ership from the perspective of an individual who 
has thought long and hard about the subject and 
has been there. 

Hesselbein, Frances, Marshall Goldsmith, and 
Richard Beckhard, eds. The Leader of the Future.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996. 

These essays frame almost every aspect of leader-
ship with an eye toward the qualities leaders of 
the future will need in all types of organizations—
private sector, public sector, and social sector. 
Experienced academicians, consultants, and prac-
titioners write on every aspect of leadership. A rich 

resource with a variety of useful perspectives from 
the Drucker Foundation for Nonprofit Management. 

Pollard, William. The Soul of the Firm. Grand 
Rapids: Harper Collins Publishers, 1996.

Pollard, CEO of the top service company in the 
world, explains his approach to leadership, which 
centers on a value system that is rooted in the dig-
nity of the individual and a focus on the core pur-
pose of work and the business. 

Sullivan, Gordon R., and Michael V. Harper. Hope is 
Not a Method: What Business Leaders Can Learn from 
America’s Army. New York: Random House, 1996.

Sullivan, former chief of staff of the Army, explains 
how he helped lead the U.S. Army through a time 
of great change after the Vietnam War and the Gulf 
War and prepare it for its role in a changing world. 
A highly useful perspective from a public service 
leader. 

Leadership—Character
Greenleaf, Robert. Servant Leadership: A Journey 
into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness. 
New York: Paulist Press, 1977.

Greenleaf is the godfather of the recent move 
toward an understanding of the importance of 
character and values in times of change. It is a 
study in the paradox of how power is best exer-
cised and received. From the story of Hesse’s 
Journey to the East, Greenleaf draws upon the 
metaphor of the self-effacing Leo. A servant on 
the journey, Leo proved to be central to its success, 
yet was himself a great leader of a monastic move-
ment. A somewhat mystical treatment of leader-
ship, but a philosophy that has endured as a way 
of leading and serving. An exemplary metaphor 
for public service leadership. 

Guinness, Os, ed. Character Counts: Leadership 
Qualities in Washington, Wilberforce, Lincoln and 
Solzhenitsyn. Grand Rapids. Baker Books, 1999.

Character in leaders is often caught as much as 
taught. It is learned through observation and inter-
action. Guinness profiles four leaders—three from 
public service—and highlights how they developed 
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character as leaders and how they lived it under 
the most trying of circumstances. This is not a “how 
to” but rather a call source of inspiration for those 
in public service. 

O’Toole, James. Leading Change: Overcoming the 
Ideology of Comfort and the Tyranny of Custom. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995.

This is a somewhat unorthodox treatment of the 
subject of leadership and change that draws upon 
history, moral and political philosophy, and practi-
cal experience. O’Toole served as the head of the 
Aspen Institute Executive Seminar and used his 
work with senior leaders over the years to diag-
nose the reasons for failure to produce significant 
change. He identifies the aspect of character, the 
moral foundation, as being where trust is built or 
erodes by profiling five “Rushmorean” leaders 
who have demonstrated the critical role of values-
centered leadership. An excellent companion to 
Kotter’s eight change principles. 

Thrall, Bill, Bruce McNicol, and Ken McElrath. The 
Ascent of a Leader: How Ordinary Relationships 
Develop Extraordinary Character and Influence, San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999.

One of the few books that tackles the notion that 
character in leaders can be developed within orga-
nizations that foster a culture of principles and 
values within senior leaders. The authors use the 
metaphor of “ladders”—leaders growing as they 
face ascending challenges related to both character 
and capability. They show how the two “ladders” 
must be combined to produce leaders for the future 
whom others can trust and follow. Through mentor-
ing and coaching relationships, they contend, char-
acter is grown in the right culture. 

Growing Leaders—The Practical 
Research Behind “Best Practices”
McCall, Morgan. High Flyers: Developing the Next 
Generation of Leaders. Boston: Harvard Business 
School Press, 1998.

Morgan McCall, now head of the Executive 
Leadership Program at the University of Southern 
California, distills the best knowledge of how lead-
ers grow from his days as head of research for the 

Center for Creative Leadership and from his experi-
ence in developing senior executives. A highly read-
able and practical primer on how to grow leaders. 

McCauley, Cynthia D., Russ S. Moxley, and Ellen 
Van Velsor, eds.. The Center for Creative Leadership 
Handbook. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.

Perhaps the best single reference source for orga-
nizations seeking to grow leaders. Contains excel-
lent, research-based sections on the experiences 
that grow leaders (360-degree feedback, skill-based 
training, challenging job assignments, developmen-
tal relationships, and hardships). Also included is 
an excellent review of a systematic process to grow 
leaders and some of the key issues organizations 
are likely to face—race, gender, and cross-cultural 
concerns. 

Growing Leaders—”Best Practices” 
in Organizations 
Collins, James C., and Jerry I. Porras. Built to Last: 
Successful Habits of Visionary Companies. New 
York: Harper Collins, 1994.

This contains perhaps the best work done to date 
on benchmark companies, which are also excellent 
for comparison to the public sector. These are all 
companies that have endured over time, experi-
encing both short-term failure and long-term suc-
cess. Rooted in core purpose and core values, they 
build organizations that home-grow leaders with 
the values and cultural orientation that will ensure 
long-term stability and continuous, even dramatic, 
change. For those who think that the private sector 
has nothing of value for public sector situations—
particularly the cultural foundations for growing 
leaders of character and capability and for a clear-
eyed focus on results. 

Conger, Jay A., and Beth Benjamin. Building 
Leaders: How Successful Companies Develop the 
Next Generation. San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1999.

An excellent and up-to-date benchmarking of how 
the best develop leaders. Contains excellent cases 
of current best practices and an examination of how 
leaders are developed on the job including the use 
of action learning. A good discussion of the capa-
bilities needed by future leaders is also included.
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Managing Succession and Developing Leadership: 
Growing the Next Generation of Public Service 
Leaders. Washington, D.C: National Academy of 
Public Administration, 1997.

This is a benchmarking study of the best practices 
of both excellent public sector and private sec-
tor organizations and the systems that are most 
appropriate for public sector use. It also contains a 
practical guide to organizations wanting to take a 
strategic approach to leader development and suc-
cession management and has many excellent refer-
ences including an annotated bibliography and a 
list of leader programs aimed at the public sector. 

Tichy, Noel. The Leadership Engine: How Winning 
Companies Build Leaders at Every Level. New York: 
Harper Collins, 1997.

This is perhaps the best inside look at how com-
panies that have a reputation for growing leaders 
do it. The insights of Tichy, a long-time consultant 
to Jack Welch at GE, offer practical applications to 
the theories of leader development and root it not 
in systems, but in the leaders themselves. An added 
bonus is an excellent practical application for 
senior leaders who want to identify their teachable 
points of view and shape them into stories to grow 
other leaders in their organization. 

Vicere, Albert A., and Robert M. Fulmer. Leadership 
by Design: How Benchmark Companies Sustain 
Success Through Investment in Continuous Learning.
Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1996.

Very good on the strategic use of leader develop-
ment as a means to drive the organization forward. 
Not as useful from the individual leader develop-
ment perspective. 

Growing Leaders—Mentoring
Bell, Chip R. Managers as Mentors: Building 
Partnerships for Learning. San Francisco: Berrett-
Koehler, 1996.

Oriented almost exclusively toward techniques 
that a leader or manager who wants to become an 
effective mentor can use. It is cogent and practical. 

Biehl, Bobb. Mentoring: Confidence in Finding a 
Mentor and Becoming One. Nashville: Broadman 
and Holman, 1996.

Written for both potential and current mentors and 
for mentees as well. An excellent basic guide to 
finding mentors and mentees and what to do once 
the relationship begins. 

Hendricks, Howard, and William Hendricks. As Iron 
Sharpens Iron: Building Character in a Mentoring 
Relationship. Chicago: Moody Press, 1995.

As the title implies, this looks at mentoring as a 
lifelong relationship that helps shape character in 
another. Written from a spiritual perspective, it is 
still down to earth, practical, and aimed at both 
mentors and mentees, with a good discussion of 
the notion of legacy. 

Stanley, Paul D., and Robert J. Clinton. Connecting: 
The Mentoring Relationships You Need to Succeed 
in Life. Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1992.

Built solidly on the importance of shaping relation-
ships, the authors do a better job of making dis-
tinctions among the various mentoring roles—the 
intensive, occasional, and even passive role. They 
dig deeply into the nature of these different relation-
ships and draw upon historical situations and cases 
to illustrate their findings. A thorough and unique 
treatment of the nature of developmental relation-
ships over a lifetime rather than a specific career.

Growing Leaders—Coaching
Cotlich, David, and Peter Cairo. Action Coaching: 
How to Leverage Individual Performance for 
Company Success. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999.

An application of the action learning approach 
to growing leaders, this focuses on the coaching 
practices that leaders can use to help grow lead-
ers within their organizations. It is based on using 
real life experiences in organizations and on the 
development of a few tools and skills that will help 
develop others and move the organization forward 
at the same time.
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Hendricks, William, ed. Coaching Mentoring and 
Managing. Franklin Lakes, NJ: National Press 
Publications, 1996.

Covering the gamut of leader roles in relation to 
growing leaders, this book includes several case 
studies, analyses of specific situations, and tools 
to be used. Can be used as a text for a course for 
leaders or as a reference for particular issues or 
skill development. 

Peterson, David B., and Mary Dee Hicks. Leader 
as Coach: Strategies for Coaching and Developing 
Others. Minneapolis: Personnel Decisions 
International, 1996.

Practical and highly readable approaches for lead-
ers with coaching aspirations but who need a 
place to start. The authors identify ways in which 
good leaders can build trust and understanding 
partnerships with people, inspire commitment and 
motivation, grow the skills of others, and promote 
persistence undergirded by a supportive culture. 

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS



42

LEADERS GROWING LEADERS

 1. Max DePree, “Attributes of Leadership,” in 
Leadership in a New Era: Visionary Approaches to the 
Biggest Crisis in our Time (San Francisco: Sterling and 
Stone, 1994), p. 264.
 2. I would particularly acknowledge all those who 
were interviewed for this effort from the Department of 
Veterans Affairs, the Social Security Administration, and 
the Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, as well as 
others who were interviewed for this project. Their can-
did observations regarding their leaders, colleagues, and 
former colleagues offered keen insight into the nature of 
servant leadership in the public service.
 3. Frances Hesselbein, “The One Big Question,” 
Leader to Leader, Fall 1998, pp. 7-9.
 4. Warren Bennis, Managing People is Like Herding 
Cats (Provo: Executive Excellence Publishing, 1997), p. 21.
 5. John Kotter, A Force for Change: How Leadership 
Differs from Management (New York: The Free Press, Differs from Management (New York: The Free Press, Differs from Management
1990), p. 139.
 6. Mark W. Huddleston, Profiles in Excellence: 
Conversations with the Best of America’s Career Executive 
Service (Washington, D.C.: IBM Center for The Business 
of Government, November 1999), pp. 14-16.
 7. The National Survey on Public Leadership:  
Abridged Results (Boulder: The Leadership Development 
and Education Institute, 1999).
 8. Huddleston, p. 9.
 9. Kotter, p. 138.
 10. For a more detailed discussion of these find-
ings see Morgan W. McCall, Jr., Michael M. Lombardo, 
and Ann M. Morrison, The Lessons of Experience: How 
Successful Executives Develop on the Job (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1988).

 11. Noel Tichy, The Leadership Engine: How Winning 
Companies Build Leaders at Every Level (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1997), p. 3.
 12. Tichy, p. 3.
 13. Tom Peters and Nancy Austin, Thriving on Chaos 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1987), p. 498.
 14.  John P. Kotter and James L. Heskett, Corporate 
Culture and Performance (New York: The Free Press, 
1992), p. 150.
 15. Bobb Biehl, Mentoring: Confidence in Finding a 
Mentor and Becoming One (Nashville: Broadman and 
Holman, 1996), p. 46.  
 16. Biehl, p. 46.
 17. David B. Peterson and Mary Dee Hicks, The 
Leader as Coach: Strategies for Coaching and Developing 
Others (Minneapolis: Personnel Decisions, International, 
1996), p. 14.
 18. In a 1999 study of best practices in developing 
leadership, the major findings were that action learn-
ing followed by cross-functional rotations, 360-degree 
feedback, and exposure to senior executives through 
mentoring were the top methods used. More importantly, 
the top organizations took a systemic approach and 
formed what might be called leadership learning com-
munities where “graduates” and senior leaders were the 
coaches and instructors. See Best Practices in Leadership 
Development Handbook, Linkage, Inc, 1999. 
 19. David Dotlich and James L. Noel, Action 
Learning: How the World’s Top Companies Are Re-
Creating Their Leaders and Themselves (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1998), p. 16.

Endnotes



43

Organizations Growing 
Leaders: Best Practices and 
Principles in the Public Service

Part II



44

ORGANIZATIONS GROWING LEADERS

There is a “quiet crisis” in government that involves 
people serving in the public service. It is real, it has 
the potential to seriously compromise mission per-
formance, and it is upon us. 

This report focuses on providing practical help to 
organizations seeking to solve one aspect of this 
people crisis—perhaps the key aspect—growing 
the next generation of public service leaders. The 
problems of succession loom large. Large waves 
of members of the Senior Executive Service (SES) 
are expected to retire in the next five years. Brand-
new challenges requiring new leadership compe-
tencies and greater emphasis on leadership versus 
management are now being recognized. So far the 
response across government has not been adequate. 
But there are many pockets of great promise where 
agencies can learn what has been working. This 
research seeks to capture two things. 

First, how do excellent organizations launch signifi-
cant change initiatives to develop their leaders in 
the face of daunting cultural and practical barriers? 

Second, what practices and underlying principles 
have been successfully used that can serve as les-
sons for organizations in the early stages of putting 
together a leadership development initiative or for 
those seeking to resurrect a moribund effort? 

The findings are both striking and highly appli-
cable. The organizations profiled here were able to 
launch a succession program because they tapped 
into a sense of importance that then became 

urgency for action. The “imperatives” represent 
the ways that the different organizations sought to 
capsulize the change urgency they faced and to 
create their own success story. These include:

• The Succession Imperative—The recognition 
that large numbers of senior leaders would 
need to be groomed to replace those retiring.

• The Strategic Imperative—The existence of 
major strategic mission challenges that call for 
new kinds of leaders to bring about significant 
change.

• The Performance Imperative—The failure—
often very public—to significantly improve 
performance, which can only be addressed by 
growing far better leaders. 

• The Competency Imperative—Related to the 
previous two imperatives, the articulation of 
new competencies for senior leaders, often 
broader and more oriented to leading people 
and leading change. 

• The Organization Champion Imperative—
The drive and energy of a single champion who 
early on identified at least one of the above 
imperatives and helped serve as a catalyst for 
other senior leaders. 

The five exemplary organizations studied—Pension 
Benefit Guaranty Corporation, U.S. Coast Guard, 
Western Area Power Administration, Veterans 
Benefits Administration, and Social Security 
Administration—vary in size, mission challenges, 

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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scope of responsibility, type of mission, and loca-
tion. Each took different approaches to meeting 
the challenge of growing leaders. Some focused 
on one component of leaders—the successor cadre 
at the GS 13-15 (General Schedule) levels. Some 
focused on growing leaders at all levels including 
in their initial recruitment and orientation strategy. 
Individual cases bear a closer look. But the basic 
lessons and subsequent conclusions that emerged 
from each of these can be summarized as follows: 

• Excellent organizations base their practices 
consistently on the proven principles for 
growing leaders. 

• Excellent organizations make a business case 
for succession and leader development. 

• Excellent organizations hold themselves 
accountable for results in growing leaders. 

The findings also reveal some highly consistent 
practices used by the profiled organizations in 
growing leaders. These include: 

• The use of senior mentors, 

• The identification of behavioral leader com-
petencies for development (in some cases, 
behaviors are graduated according to level 
of responsibility), 

• The use of well-targeted internal training 
courses, 

• Self-development study or reading, 

• Exposure to the strategic agenda and to senior 
officials of the organization, and 

• The use of individualized development plans. 

In contrast to the better private sector organiza-
tions and to the research on how leaders develop 
over time, there are areas, even in the best public 
sector organizations, where stronger emphasis on 
growing leaders could bring even better results 
in the next two or three years. What has differed 
most between the two sectors has been the level of 
commitment to the strategic importance of people, 
in general, and of succession and leader develop-
ment, specifically. 

While it is a clear top priority for the private sector, 
for the federal government succession remains a 
work in progress as a practice aligned to drive stra-
tegic intent. For example, initial recruitment is one 
area where thoughtful targeting of future leaders 
can be affected. Another is the widespread use of 
and support for rotational assignments to develop 
for future leaders. 

These principles and practices are critical for any 
organization launching a succession program. 
This report contains recommendations for individ-
ual organizations, as well as government-wide 
recommendations that emerge from this study that 
cannot be taken by any one organization alone. 
The President’s Management Council would be a 
good place to provide overall direction for leader-
ship development and accountability for action on 
the following: 

Recommendations
For individual government organizations: 

(1) Each organization should base their succession 
and leader development practices consistently 
on the proven principles for growing leaders: 

• Challenging, job-based experiences 
selected by senior leaders as a develop-
ment strategy;

• The involvement of future leaders in a sub-
stantial way with senior leaders in the orga-
nization strategic agenda, as mentors and 
through real action learning team projects;

• The use of Executive Core Qualification 
leader competencies as a template for 
development—those that are the same 
competencies by which senior leaders 
are selected and held accountable for 
(alignment). 

(2) Make a business case for succession and leader 
development and ground it in a real imperative 
that will urge action by senior leaders.

(3) Each organization and their senior leaders must 
hold themselves accountable for results in 
growing leaders. This begins by involving key 
senior leaders right from the beginning, but it 
cannot end there. 
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For government-wide action:

For the President’s Management Council:

(4) Provide a clear mandate to career Senior 
Executives to take the lead in growing their 
successors and incorporate this human capital 
initiative into a government-wide business case 
spearheaded by the President’s Management 
Council.

For the Office of Personnel Management:

(5) Make mid-level manager, senior leader, and 
executive mobility a requirement for assump-
tion of future SES leadership responsibility. 

(6) Form a volunteer cadre of retiring Senior 
Executives and those who have already retired 
to consult back on a part-time basis to govern-
ment organizations as coaches, teachers, and 
mentors of the successor generations. 

It takes committed organizations to grow leaders 
and to respond to one of the most critical crises in 
government. And it takes leaders within those orga-
nizations and at the most senior levels in govern-
ment to lead the effort. The outcome can certainly 
be a significant improvement in the public service 
and tangible results for the American people. The 
way has been outlined by the five excellent organi-
zations profiled in this study; others need to follow 
their path.
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The “Quiet Crisis”
The crisis of human capital may appear to have 
stealthily crept in by the side door. Some may con-
sider it the latest government fad or flavor of the 
month. Despite appearances, the human capital 
crisis is an old stalwart of long vintage. The unfortu-
nate thing is that, “quiet” or not, it is real. 

This report addresses one key aspect of the quiet 
crisis—providing for the succession needs of fed-
eral organizations. Or, to put it another way, what 
will it take for the public service to grow the lead-
ers of the future it needs over the next five years? 

This is in many ways a sequel to the report Leaders 
Growing Leaders,1 which also spoke directly to the 
critical need to grow the next generation of public 
service leaders but as a central responsibility of 
leaders themselves. In light of extensive departures 
expected in the senior ranks in the next five years, 
the first report sought to show how some senior 
leaders had taken a leadership role to serve the 
next generation by acting as mentors, coaches, 
teachers, and exemplars. They were people who 
understood that leadership growth is best learned 
from and initiated by senior leaders. They sought to 
leave a legacy for others by the choices they made. 

The key finding of the first report remains the key 
finding of this report: Leaders beget leaders. Or, 
as one person said, “To be a leader you must see 
a leader.” 

This report builds on this initial finding and 
addresses two new questions: What are the excel-

lent organizations in the public sector doing to 
grow the next generation of leaders? And, what 
can we all learn from them? The five organizations 
profiled are ones that have not simply recognized 
the need for leadership; they are organizations that 
have acted. 

The Symptoms
The General Accounting Office (GAO) recently 
referred to government-wide human capital prac-
tices as a “high risk” area of concern. This high-
lights the gravity of the threat to the mission of 
government agencies if future leader development 
is not addressed.2 The neglect of the people side 
of government has a long genesis, and the culture 
changes that are needed to resolve this crisis will 
not yield to short-term commitments. 

Take just one cogent example that is indicative of 
a far wider problem. The Office of Merit Systems 
Oversight and Effectiveness in the Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) recently released its findings on 
perhaps the most critical part of leader development 
in any organization, that of first-level supervisors. The 
results were termed “a wake-up call.” 

Only four of the 20 agencies surveyed by OPM 
had formal leadership development initiatives for 
their beginning supervisors. A relative handful of 
these individuals received leadership development 
or supervisory preparation prior to assuming these 
positions.3

Of even more concern, almost half of the selectees 
for these initial leadership positions were not given 

Introduction
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these leadership responsibilities because they 
possessed nascent leadership competencies but 
because they were the best technical experts. 

Currently, leaders at all levels of government are 
often selected using criteria that are completely at 
odds with the new leader competencies needed 
today and in the future—flexibility/adaptability, 
accountability, strategic thinking/vision, and cus-
tomer service.4

Some Remedies
It is not the purpose of this report to lay blame on 
any one source for the relative inaction of the pub-
lic service in developing future leaders. Rather, the 
aim is to highlight the instructive lessons of some 
selected government organizations that have per-
severed with foresight and innovation, often out of 
the limelight, to begin preparing the next genera-
tion of leaders. 

The purpose is also to again underscore that the 
strategic response is one that can only be led by 
senior leaders—leaders who grow leaders—and 
that it is well within the grasp of a concerted 
leadership effort by any federal agency given com-
mitment and application of best practices. The 
exemplary organizations and their leaders exam-
ined here have shown the way for the rest of us. 

The best practices (or, more precisely, lessons 
learned or excellent practices) offer learning oppor-
tunities for agencies that are beginning to engage 
the issues surrounding growing future leaders or 
seeking to revive a flagging effort. These lessons 
can be both a starting point and a roadmap of 
ideas and principles from which succession and 
leader development efforts can greatly profit—the 
lessons of practical experience.  

But first a warning: Simply imitating these practices 
is not a complete blueprint for healthy leadership 
growth. Long-term cultural barriers must be identi-
fied and overcome.

The Importance of Culture
Change is the central task of the leader.5 Changing 
the culture of an organization, even in small ways, 
is highly difficult. Yet it is the culture of an organi-
zation that fundamentally shapes the nature and 

intensity of such “soft” factors as effective recruit-
ment of excellent young graduates, the climate 
(non-bureaucratic) for high-energy motivation, and 
the commitment to service that encourages reten-
tion of the top performers. It is such a culture that 
fundamentally produces consistent and superior 
results for the American people. This type of culture 
is shaped primarily by its leaders.6

As we will see, the excellent organizations in the 
private sector have recognized this central truth for 
many years now; however, it is still an insight not 
yet widely shared by the public sector. For govern-
ment, far more reliance is placed on new forms of 
control systems, enhanced oversight, and the cre-
ation of job titles when dealing with organization 
performance problems. While this report will focus 
on practices and principles, the deeper implications 
of culture change are also implicit throughout and 
are briefly discussed in the next section. The impor-
tance to success should not be underestimated. 

Approach
The following findings on five exemplary organiza-
tions have been drawn from interviews with senior 
organization leaders, succession program manag-
ers, and program participants themselves. In each 
case, I made site visits to the organizations and 
reviewed existing documentation. 

The next section, “Launching a Succession 
Initiative,” is designed as a starting point for 
organizations considering launching a leader 
development initiative. Through studying the five 
organizations, it became clear that for most agen-
cies, succession and leader development is not 
so much launching a new program as it is trans-
forming an organization culture and its long-held 
assumptions—managing large-scale change. One 
of the toughest challenges organizations face is 
getting off the launch pad. The lessons from their 
experiences make the case for change: Why they 
took the first steps they did; why they were able 
to overcome organizational inertia; why they were 
able to overcome the current leadership myths 
embedded in so much of government culture.

“Lessons Learned” is a discussion in some depth of 
the “what” and the “how”—what each organization 
is doing and how they are doing it as they seek to 
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provide for the succession of senior leaders. This is 
a summary of the lessons to be learned from their 
experiences. It is intended to be practical in nature 
for use by any organization. It is also consistent 
with the principles contained in the latest and best 
research on leader development. 

“Making Sense of It All” is a summary containing a 
comparison of the practices of the five public sec-
tor organizations as well as a brief contrast with the 
practices of the best businesses in America. This is 
another way to uncover the key success factors and 
the underlying principles for growing leaders. This 
analysis results in three key conclusions for action 
by individual public sector organizations.  

The final section, “Recommendations,” closes the 
discussion with broader recommendations for gov-
ernment-wide change to resolve the leadership and 
succession aspects of the human capital crisis in 
the next five years. 
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This section examines two important factors in ini-
tiating the programs and practices to be discussed. 
First, there are barriers to change that exist in almost 
every federal agency, but most of them are seen here 
more as myths that the five exemplary organizations 
have overcome. Second, the reasons are examined 
regarding why a succession initiative could be suc-
cessfully launched in these agencies by capitalizing 
on unique factors of urgency and/or importance.

Overcoming the Myths 
For the past several years a number of sources 
of analysis, thinking, and experience have docu-
mented the tepid response of the public sector to 
the importance of growing leaders for the future. 
The impact that failure is having on the ability to 
continue to accomplish the public service mission 
is now a matter of record. What is not known is the 
response this knowledge will engender in the next 
two to three years. But if the past is prologue to the 
future, there may be unfortunately little reaction. 
How and why did these five organizations take a 
different and more successful course? 

Past studies by the National Academy of Public 
Administration (NAPA) and others have identified 
the reasons behind such levels of inaction. The 
most frequent response to a 1996 NAPA survey as 
well as to other inquiries since then can be sum-
marized: “It’s the culture.”

In his research on world-class organizations, 
Harvard Business School’s John Kotter has identi-
fied what he refers to as a “leader-centered culture,” 
an environment supportive of the time and effort to 

grow leaders. He has concluded from his research 
that this is the key distinguishing factor in organiza-
tions that do an excellent job of leader development. 

It would appear from both formal study and my 
own experience in teaching and coaching young 
leaders from across government the past five years 
that there is a strong consensus that an opposite 
type of culture may be a major—if not the major— 
impediment within the federal sector. While lack 
of funding, small rewards, and lack of political 
priority are also cited as factors, culture seems to 
be where it all returns. Is this just an all-purpose 
cop-out? I don’t think so. 

Where there are serious gaps between what is 
said and what is actually done (e.g., “people are 
our most valued asset,” but when the budget knife 
appears training is cut first), we find clues to the 
existing people culture in government. These clues 
are what I refer to here as “myths.” These myths are 
underlying barriers that the five exemplary orga-
nizations have had to overcome to engender the 
organizational energy and the funding for growing 
leaders as a change initiative. They are widely (and 
wrongly) accepted arguments that stand against 
the need for leader development, the need to base 
it on the factors that really grow leaders, and the 
possibility that such an investment in developing 
people will generate real results. These myths are 
explored in Appendix II.

Initiating Change: The Imperatives
If there are deeply held cultural myths about 
growing leaders, why were these five exemplary 

Launching a Succession Initiative
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organizations able to overcome these entrenched 
assumptions? And, why did their agencies make 
decisions to take such relatively bold steps to initi-
ate an organization-wide response to developing 
future leaders? The answers are that they tapped 
into a real, immediate sense of urgency. 

In brief, these are the factors—the change-urgent 
imperatives—which were discovered (either in 
combination or separately) when examining the 
launching of leader development initiatives by the 
five agencies. 

1. The Succession Imperative. In almost all cases, 
the strongest imperative for action was the glar-
ing visibility of the number of senior leaders 
who would likely depart within the next five 
years and an understanding of the implications 
that this held. 

2. The Strategic Imperative. Each organization, in 
one way or another, made leader development 
a strategic decision that was reflected in offi-
cial strategic plans submitted with the annual 
budget. While not all decisions reflected line-
item funding, the substantive presence in the 
strategic plans did indicate that senior leaders 
made an intentional decision, which served as 
a “blocking back” when contrary voices were 
later raised.

3. The Performance Imperative. Environmental 
factors (e.g., competitive challenges, changing 
agency roles, industry changes) and current 
dissatisfaction with organizational performance 
from external sources (e.g., GAO, Congress, 
Office of Management and Budget, interest 
groups) led to a positive response to focus on 
developing leaders as part of the strategy.

4. The Competency Imperative. Closely aligned 
with the Performance Imperative was the rec-
ognition that the changing landscape for per-
formance also required a change in the type of 
leader being developed. This was consistently 
seen as a leader with the competencies of the 
new Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs)—
leading change, leading people, results driven, 
business acumen, and building coalitions. In 
short, a broader based type of leader with more 
sophisticated “soft” skills and less emphasis on 
technical expertise.

5. The Organization Champion Imperative. 
Finally, in almost all instances, there was a 
clear initiative taken by a senior leader who 
stood behind the initial impetus for change 
and allowed leader development to be on the 
strategic agenda and to be associated with 
needed strategic change. That key leader also 
had a strong strategic partnership that devel-
oped either with a staff organization or with a 
specially convened group that developed the 
initiative for implementation. 

Taken together, these offer organizations a begin-
ning point for launching change. It is often the lack 
of urgency, the absence of what some like to call 
a “burning platform,” that often dooms good ideas 
for change from getting airborne. Having launched 
such a change initiative, what practices and under-
lying principles do these organizations have to pass 
on to others who are in the early stages of change? 
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Regarding the five organizations discussed in this 
section, I offer the following framework to give 
context and meaning to the the “lessons learned.” 

• An overview of the Mission Challenge that 
each organization faces.

• The Approach taken (or strategy for change) 
once the change imperatives had driven an 
organizational launch. 

• A Description of the succession and leader 
development programs. 

• A more detailed look at the Lessons that can be 
learned from the particular efforts of the indi-
vidual organizations. 

Their practices are offered not so much for com-
plete emulation, but to understand that they are 
based on sound principles that contain certain 
truths and that they have been adapted to the 
particular challenges, culture, and realities (e.g., 
resources) of each of the organizations. 

These organizations range in size from large to 
small. Some are highly technical or engineering 
organizations, some in the human services busi-
ness, and some are in the business of law enforce-
ment and national defense. It is likely that there are 
instructive lessons for almost any government orga-
nization, and that, of course, is the purpose. We 
begin with one of the smaller organizations. 

Pension Benefit Guaranty 
Corporation (PBGC)
Mission Challenge
PBGC has the mission of protecting participants’ 
pension benefits and supporting a healthy retire-
ment plan system. It employs just over 700 employ-
ees and several hundred contract workers, primarily 
actuaries, accountants, auditors, pension law 
specialists, and general attorneys. These individu-
als have highly technical backgrounds and tend to 
remain within their functional areas for the duration 
of their careers with PBGC. The corporation falls 
under the aegis of a board of directors chaired by 
the secretary of labor, but functions day-to-day as a 
relatively independent agency.

Early in 1999, the PBGC strategic plan set four cor-
porate strategic goals. While the first three reflected 
operational, service, and financial long-term prior-
ities, a fourth identified the importance of improving 
internal management, which included a decision 
to launch a succession management initiative to 
respond to projected widespread retirements: 

Working with senior staff, begin to 
implement a well-regarded Succession 
Management Program. 

It would be more than two years before the pilot 
program was officially launched. 

Five Exemplary Organizations: 
Lessons Learned
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During interviews, many of the senior leaders 
articulated the importance not only of replacing 
so many potentially departing leaders but also of 
developing new leaders with new leadership skills. 
These new competencies would include strategic 
thinking, team skills, customer service focus, and 
interpersonal competencies. 

Approach
Chief Management Officer John Seal assigned 
the succession management corporation objec-
tive to the human resources department under the 
leadership of Sharon Barbee-Fletcher. She tasked 
the Training Institute (Karen Lunn, project direc-
tor, and Dr. Ellen Roderick, institute director), 
with designing and implementing the succession 
program. John Seal then championed this initia-
tive for the executive director as the project went 
from design to implementation. 

In turn, a seasoned group of cross-organizational 
managers served as a work group to develop a suc-
cession program based on principles that would 
best apply to the culture of PBGC. They also used 
an outside consultant for technical assistance, con-
ducted extensive research, and benchmarked the 
Social Security Administration (discussed later in 
this section).

The work group members made several presenta-
tions to a wider circle of the senior leadership and 
to potential candidates regarding the succession 
program’s design and scope. That collaborative pro-
cess took more than one year from inception to the 
launch of the pilot and included an open invitation 
to eligible applicants. 

The initial response of the eligible pool of manag-
ers was quite limited and, in retrospect, reflected 
that the limitation of eligibility to one component 
of the organization as a pilot sent a confusing 
signal. In addition, skepticism about the extent 
of senior managers’ support and the extra work 
that would ensue for participants were other fac-
tors contributing to the initial tepid response. This 
resulted in a cancellation of the original pilot and 
some rethinking of strategy before the pilot was 
reinitiated on a wider scale.

Description 
The Leaders Growing Leaders (LGL) succession 
program is a systematic approach to develop a pool 
of future leaders that begins with selection of a few 
participants from a pool of voluntary applicants 
(over two dozen applied in the first phase). The 
initial pilot was open to all individuals in the GS 
13-15 grades in non-bargaining union positions. A 
Senior Leader Review Board (SLRB) which repre-
sented a broad range of operational and staff dis-
ciplines accomplished selection of the seven LGL 
program candidates. 

Once selection was made, each participant 
selected a senior advisor who would work with the 
participant to develop an individualized plan for 
development over the course of the next two years. 
The individual plans themselves were expected to 
be based on the candidates’ 360-degree Leadership 
Assessment and reflect six components that the 
PBGC work group and the SLRB agreed were all 
essential to future leader development:  

• Action learning. The team of candidates is 
expected to work on a “hot” strategic issue as a 
team and to work with senior leaders to provide 
a solution for a corporate decision and imple-
mentation. The issue is selected by the SLRB 
from actual strategic issues of the corporation. 

• Challenging work or job assignments. Short and 
longer-term assignments outside the candidate’s 
organization experience are used during the 
two years to broaden learning and are made 
in conjunction with the SLRB, the supervisors, 
the participants, and their mentors.

• Regular interaction with the senior advisor. Acting 
as both coach and mentor for the dur ation of 
the program, these individuals play a key devel-
opmental role. They are selected for being able 
to provide exposure to the senior-level strategic 
agendas and decision forums.

• Leadership training. Individuals are to identify 
online, on-site, and external training oppor-
tunities as their developmental needs dictate. 
Funding may be by the sponsoring organiza-
tion or through the Training Institute or some 
combination.
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• External programs. The Council for Excellence 
in Government (CEG) Fellows Program com-
prises much of the first developmental year 
for the candidates. This includes a team action 
learning results initiative, extensive organiza-
tional benchmarking, and exposure to other 
Fellows and senior leaders across government.

• Self development. Consistent with much recent 
learning about leader development, a strong 
emphasis has been placed by PBGC on individ-
uals taking responsibility for their own develop-
ment through, for example, professional reading 
programs, involvement as a community leader 
in church or nonprofit organizations, and atten-
dance at professional seminars.

Lessons
There are a few factors that stand out in the 
approach PBGC has taken that are important for 
other agencies to consider. 

1. Involve senior leaders in leading the initiative.
What particularly stands out in the PBGC example 
is perhaps the central principle of any excellent 
succession and leader development initiative—the 
active involvement of senior leaders in the effort. 

That lesson of the importance of the senior leader 
role came from the less than successful experi-
ence in the application process for the initial 
pilot. Enthusiasm and commitment had not spread 
beyond the line and staff members of the work 
group and the chief management officer, and a few 
others in the Training Institute. With the relaunch of 
the program under the rubric of Leaders Growing 
Leaders, a determined effort was made by several 
senior leaders to encourage the potential candi-
dates. That effort and the widening of the succes-
sion program to all non-bargaining unit employees 
at the GS 13, 14, and 15 levels produced a far 
wider pool of potential candidates. Then with the 
successful relaunch, the SLRB was constituted, 
comprised of six committed senior line leaders, 
and a group of senior advisors was recruited—one 
mentor for each candidate. 

The PBGC training director then ensured that the 
board itself received training in its role and in the 
ideas behind the concepts of the program, and did 
the same for the senior advisors in separate and joint 

sessions. This has produced a strong cadre of senior 
leaders who are already demonstrating that they are 
in this for the long haul, and not deferring the selec-
tion process, candidate assessments, or individual 
development plan (IDP) development process to a 
staff. The deep engagement of these senior leaders is 
a good indicator of longer-term success. 

2. Build on existing success. A second key aspect, 
perhaps in retrospect, is that PBGC already had 
some important components in place that had paved 
the widening of an effort to grow leaders. Rather 
than jettisoning these, they were incorporated. 

For three years, PBGC has had a strong mentor-
ing program pairing several senior leaders with 
employees who express a desire for mentoring. The 
corporation has also been using a form of action 
learning in the composition of what is called a 
REACH program, using cross-functional teams 
to solve problems and to learn from their wider 
involvement in the life of the organization. Another 
component in place was the existence of a leader-
ship competency model designed for PBGC leaders 
along with a 360-degree Leadership Assessment 
linked to the competencies and customized to 
PBGC leadership situations. All of these were 
incorporated as key parts of the LGL Program. 

3. Make it part of the strategic plan. It has been 
vitally important to have the organization’s com-
mitment to developing people and to a succession 
initiative as a strategic plan initiative—particularly 
when the initial impetus stalled.

That visibility and the alignment of these as strate-
gies that will help drive the mission have given 
the work group and the organizational champions 
leverage to make things happen despite initial dis-
appointing results. 

4. Emphasize leader learning from challenging 
experiences. The commitment to a design that  
emphasizes challenging, cross-organizational  
job-based experiences and action learning as the 
central learning factors is also extremely important 
as a principle for emulation. 

What PBGC anticipates (beginning in this first year 
and accelerating in the second year of the program) 
is that candidates will have an opportunity for cross-
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organizational assignments. That will allow them to 
do substantive work in other areas of the organiza-
tion. It will also allow others to step into their shoes 
for a time and to be similarly stretched—an unantici-
pated developmental product. 

Participants will also be included in task forces, in 
teams for strategic learning, and in senior forums 
such as strategic planning meetings and budget 
reviews. There may be temporary assignments to 
other agencies, such as the Department of Labor, 
for wider learning.

The CEG Fellows program is also an opportunity for 
a team action learning project and for exposure to 
real experiences in private and public sector orga-
nizations through benchmarking and working with 
a larger team of 25 or so Fellows from different 
government agencies.

We turn now from an excellent example of an 
individual succession program to examine a strate-
gic response to leadership at all levels in the Coast 
Guard.

U.S. Coast Guard
Mission Challenge
The U.S. Coast Guard has been charged with a 
complex mission—lifesaving and helping to make 
the coasts both safe and secure. This includes boat-
ing safety and search and rescue, aids to naviga-
tion, maritime safety, inland bridges, and even 
lighthouses. The Coast Guard also has responsibil-
ity for coastal security and national defense, 
including the growing need to interdict drugs, 
monitor for illegal immigration and counteract 
terrorism. Its domain consists of 95,000 miles of 
coastline and 3.4 million square miles of ocean 
and all inland waterways, ports, and harbors. It 
provides coastal and waterway defense in the event 
of an attack on the homeland. Finally, its complex 
portfolio embraces pollution enforcement and 
prevention as well as inspection of ships for poten-
tially harmful contents and seaworthiness. 

Unique within the armed forces, the Coast Guard 
is located within the Department of Transportation 
during peacetime but falls under Department of 
Defense during a declared war. In an otherwise 

civilian department, the Coast Guard competes for 
resources and priorities within a different milieu 
than the other armed services—both an advantage 
and a disadvantage. Also somewhat unique to 
the Coast Guard is the presence of an enormous 
cadre of volunteers, the Coast Guard Auxiliary, 
with over 35,000 members who primarily reinforce 
the boating safety mission. The Coast Guard has 
approximately 35,000 uniformed people and 6,000 
civilians augmented by 8,000 Reservists, for a total 
of nearly 85,000 people. 

The Coast Guard has recently received plaudits 
for its exceptional efforts at defining and achiev-
ing results under the Government Performance 
and Results Act requirements and is generally 
considered one of the best managed and led orga-
nizations in government today. We turn now to 
the challenges that have impacted its approach to 
growing leaders for tomorrow. 

Approach
The increasing complexity of its mission (and com-
peting resource decisions) was probably the key 
impetus for a reinvigorated leader development 
approach. The Workforce Cultural Audit, conducted 
from 1995 to1997, was a catalyst for identifying a 
number of changes that were needed in the arena 
of human capital and leadership development. In 
addition, a Training Infrastructure Study pointed out 
how the gaps identified could be closed through a 
range of improvements and changes. 

These factors led to the creation of the Leadership 
Development Center and, on a broader scale, to an 
emphasis on people as a top strategic priority for 
the Coast Guard as expressed in its strategic plan 
and associated budget. Development of the compe-
tencies of all of its people to needed levels, recruit-
ing for a full strength force, and retaining the right 
levels of knowledge and experience are expressed 
as priorities second to none. 

The Commandant, Admiral James Loy, has also been 
clear that the Coast Guard can no longer take on all 
additive missions and that an honest calculation of 
workload versus resources needs to be a part of the 
thinking for the future if results are to be retained at 
current levels. How did this vision for change impact 
the Coast Guard leader development strategies? 
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In late 1997, the Coast Guard announced a deci-
sion to consolidate all leadership development 
training into one location as a center for excel-
lence —what was to be called the Leadership 
Development Center (LDC)—on the grounds of 
the U.S. Coast Guard Academy in New London, 
Connecticut. The decision to integrate all leader-
ship development activities and to encourage syn-
ergy among leader program planning arose out of 
the goal to provide leadership and a working envi-
ronment that enables all people to maximize their 
full potential and the Coast Guard to maximize 
mission success.

This strategic decision led to a number of subse-
quent actions that are now playing out in what 
the private sector would refer to as a “corporate 
university” environment—even though a good deal 
of training is provided off site. The co-location of 
leader program planning with a good portion of 
the leader training for officers, civilians, enlisted, 
cadets, and other officer candidates on site pro-
vides an opportunity for generational and experien-
tial cross-fertilization that is rare in government. 

Description
The mission at the LDC, currently under the com-
mand of Captain Margaret Riley, is threefold: 

• Prepare Team Coast Guard (all components of 
the Coast Guard) to demonstrate leadership 
competencies and live the Coast Guard core 
values;

• Support Coast Guard units through service-
wide leadership and quality development 
efforts; and

• Identify future organizational needs and 
requirements through ongoing research and 
assessment.

The core values of honor, respect, and devotion 
to duty and the 21 leadership competencies have 
been aligned with the new Coast Guard strategic 
direction as well as to its historical mission of ser-
vice. This is the central organizing principle that 
allows integration of each of the programs and 
courses run at the New London LDC and in lead-
ership courses given on site at various locations 
around the country. It also allows the LDC to serve 
as a clearinghouse for information on leadership as a clearinghouse for information on leadership 

for the entire Coast Guard and to be a valued 
research center on new approaches to leader 
development.

The various leadership programs under the LDC 
have been designed to be just-in-time, at key 
transition points in people’s careers, when new 
command challenges lie ahead or when new oper-
ational and leadership challenges are anticipated. 
This is in addition to programs of accession into the 
Coast Guard such as the Academy.

Thus the leadership programs offered at and 
through the LDC include separate preparatory 
courses for rising chief petty officers and chief 
warrant officers, initial leadership development 
for mid-grade civilians (GS 12-14), a one-week 
Leadership and Management School for civilians 
and military (currently offered 48 times each year 
at the unit level in the field), and two-week leader-
ship schools for prospective commanding officers 
and other leaders.7

The LDC also provides resources to leaders for 
growing leaders in the field through an online 
source of leadership lesson outlines in what is 
referred to as a “cookbook” approach offering 10 
leadership modules. The design is aimed at sim-
plicity so that material is easily taught through a 
Socratic or coaching approach, discussed among 
the participants, and integrated with work in real-
life applications. 

A sample of these modules includes: Followership, 
Teamwork, Personal Ethics, and Leadership 
Competencies. For example, a module is included 
that integrates a viewing of the film Apollo 13 with a 
series of questions about how leadership is demon-
strated from this real-life historical dramatization. 

Another example is an online learning module 
entitled “So You Want to Be a Mentor (Or Find a 
Mentor)”—which includes methods of learning for 
beginning an eight-step mentoring program locally 
and training for being a mentor or a mentee. 

In short, what the Coast Guard has done is to mount 
both an integrated and a strategic approach to lead-
ership development that is concerned with its cul-
tural distinctives (core values) and essential leader 
competencies at all levels of the organization. 
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Lessons
The Coast Guard has distinguished itself among 
federal organizations in the results it has accom-
plished and in the overall excellence of its man-
agement. But despite good results, the initiative 
to focus more acutely on the people side of the 
Coast Guard—and more particularly on growing its 
leaders—has brought about a number of changes 
in the last four years that are still being integrated 
and widened in reshaping not only methods but 
culture. Lessons learned from the Coast Guard’s 
experience include: 

1. Make people and their development a top pri-
ority in the strategic plan. Coast Guard’s strategic 
plan and budget make it very clear that people 
are the top priority. This starts with Admiral Loy, 
himself. Despite resource constraints that affect all 
government organizations, this choice of people 
(not technology or capital expenditures) has been 
central over the past several years and continues to 
be revalidated by the USCG Leadership Council 
(a high-level committee that supports the 
Commandant on leadership initiatives). 

The groundwork was laid for this in the mid-1990s 
with the initiative of the Workforce Cultural Audit 
under the direction of Admiral Loy, who was then 
the assistant commandant for human resources. 
The Coast Guard has consistently made people 
a top priority in a visible way, backing it up with 
action plans, resources and specific steps over the 
past five years, including establishing the LDC. 

2. Focus on organization socialization as well as 
individual development. The establishment of a 
corporate university approach to leader develop-
ment offers the potential for what some organiza-
tions refer to as “socialization”—an emphasis not 
entirely on leadership as a skill set, but on leader-
ship as an embodiment of core values in behavior 
and as a set of aligned competencies that are com-
mon and expected for leaders at all levels. 

Leader and organizational socialization is about 
an emphasis on reshaping the organization milieu 
toward a leader-centered culture. A corporate uni-
versity also capitalizes on a synergy of effort what 
the Coast Guard calls “leadership across the cur-
riculum” in all Coast Guard training courses. 

In contrast, the dominant form of leadership devel-
opment in the federal government today is an ad 
hoc approach that relies upon serendipity for suc-
cess and on the assumption that leader develop-
ment consists of attending leadership courses. By 
consolidating leader development program plan-
ning and many of its leader courses under a single 
organization at one location, the potential exists for 
the Coast Guard to achieve what they have begun 
namely, to bring together leaders at all levels, 
to share a common philosophy (centered on the 
USCG core values and 21 leadership competen-
cies) of leadership and public service, and to have 
ongoing involvement of line managers as teachers 
and contributors to the curriculum. 

The Coast Guard also has established a unique 
opportunity for young people in the process of 
becoming members of Team Coast Guard to learn 
from those with experience in an interactive set-
ting. That opportunity for interaction among cadets, 
officer candidates and line managers is still a work 
in progress, but it is far beyond what even the best 
private sector companies are able to offer through 
such programs as summer internships. 

The use of a corporate university model also 
has allowed the Coast Guard to develop online 
materials for empowering leaders to grow leaders 
throughout the Coast Guard. 

3. Provide senior leaders tools and the incentives to 
grow leaders. The presence of user-friendly online 
leader development programs provides a means 
for senior leaders to grow other leaders in the field 
and on board ships. Similarly, the opportunity to 
establish formal and informal mentoring programs 
throughout the Coast Guard has a great potential for 
shaping a leader-centered culture and is a powerful 
means of leadership development. The establish-
ment of the Commandant’s Leadership Advisory 
Council (LAC) has been instrumental in spearhead-
ing some of these initiatives and in demonstrating 
the importance and expectations for other leaders. 

What is excellent here is the practicality of the lead-
ership development program—conducted by leaders 
themselves (not trainers or consultants)—for units 
in the field. Another plus is the way in which the 
Coast Guard solicits real involvement and input in 
the evolution of the curriculum by establishing what 
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amounts to a budding community of practice. They 
have established a web-based compilation of leader-
ship development practices that are currently being 
used (hence field-tested) and have been placed 
online for use by others across the Coast Guard. 
Currently, 27 such “Proven Initiatives” are available 
under the categories of Leadership, Professional 
Development, Training, Education, and Other. 

The underscoring of expectations for line manager 
ownership of leader development is an outcome of 
the formation of the LAC. This group, representing 
all levels of the USCG, has been charged by the 
Commandant with gathering leadership develop-
ment concerns, evaluating the Coast Guard lead-
ership development programs, and disseminating 
information back to the field. The Proven Initiatives 
project is one of the innovations under the auspices 
of the Leadership Development Center.

4. Make self-development a key part of leader 
development. The emphasis on self development as 
a responsibility for all leaders in the Coast Guard 
has been enhanced by support of the LDC. 

The generation of extensive leadership reading lists 
available to all people online is one tool that has 
been developed through the LDC. Another leader-
ship self-development activity includes encouraging 
mentoring and giving practical advice on select-
ing a mentor. The LDC also sponsors a leadership 
essay program for individuals to share their practi-
cal leadership insights and to reward the sharing of 
earned wisdom. 

The point here is not so much the tools and pro-
grams themselves, but the principle that self devel-
opment is more and more expected of leaders and 
is not solely an organization or programmatic effort. 

The Coast Guard provides an excellent example 
of a corporate and strategic approach to the chal-
lenges of leader development. Organizations with 
neither the size nor the resources that the Coast 
Guard possesses nevertheless have ample means 
at their disposal to tackle this critical need. The 
Western Area Power Administration is just such 
an exemplary organization. 

Western Area Power Administration 
(WAPA)
Mission Challenge
The Western Area Power Administration is a busi-
ness-type organization under the aegis of the 
Department of Energy. Michael Hacskaylo is the 
administrator and initiator of the recent emphasis 
on succession and leader development. WAPA’s 
responsibility is to deliver power for commercial 
use from federal hydro-generation dams and the 
56 power plants of the Bureau of Reclamation, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and the International 
Boundary Water Commission. As such they own 
and operate the third largest high-voltage transmis-
sion system in the United States. The 17,000 miles 
of transmission lines span the upper Midwest to 
the Southwest and out to California in the West (15 
states total), delivering electricity to over 600 trans-
mission wholesale customers, primarily for use dur-
ing peak-hour needs of their millions of customers. 
They have almost 1,300 employees and 250 con-
tract workers and generate gross operating revenues 
of almost $900 million. 

The mission of WAPA is to market and deliver cost-
based hydroelectric power and related services. It 
has a vision of becoming a premier marketing and 
transmission organization (their core business func-
tions). Their core values are stated as: 

• Treat each other with respect

• Live up to your commitments

• Take pride in what you do

• Work as a team

In an era of reemerging focus on energy and low 
cost measures, WAPA stands at a strategic point. 

Approach
Two factors provided the urgency for and the 
shape of a change strategy. First was a 26 percent 
employment downsizing in 1995. This produced 
not only anxiety but also the realization that an 
incredible amount of knowledge would be lost. 
In the process of holding focus groups with 
employees, the issues of developing the people 
who remained became more acute.
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But WAPA also had a cultural barrier to over-
come—assumptions about a past management 
development program that was viewed as less than 
successful. With the downsizing and reengineering 
in 1995 came the elimination of the management 
development program, which had been seen by 
many employees as for the “anointed” few as well 
as simply a career “ticket punch.” 

Second, there was a change in the nature of the 
business environment. Energy markets became both 
more complex and more competitive. WAPA had 
to become leaner in costs and more mature in their 
customer service skills. As a result, the strategic plan 
reflects three major goals around products and ser-
vices, people, and industry. The people goal is to: 

Recruit, develop and retain a safety-
focused, highly productive customer-
oriented and diverse workforce. 

Curiously, even though the succession program is 
now in its second year, it is mentioned only tan-
gentially in the Strategic Plan and Performance 
Plan for 2001.  The explicit way in which growing 
leaders is an aligned strategy is not clear yet. 

Description
In the wake of downsizing and a competitive busi-
ness climate for energy, WAPA felt it needed to 
better understand the organization climate. An 
organization-wide employee survey and a series of 
focus groups began to identify the need for leader 
development, but employees also identified the 
cultural barrier of anointing the chosen few, as dis-
cussed earlier. The insights gleaned from extensive 
interaction with employees at all levels began to 
give shape to the succession program design. 

The administrator also held a number of sessions 
with the senior leadership team on the importance 
of their support for a succession initiative, especially 
in making available opportunities for details and 
job rotations for developmental purposes. He made 
a strong business case that would be key to the 
rationale for this new initiative. This was a critical 
insight because in a cost-competitive atmosphere, 
unnecessary overhead costs directly impact cus-
tomers and WAPA’s competitive position. 

In October 1999, WAPA publicly launched its 
Management Succession Program (MSP), identify-
ing a different set of competencies needed in future 
leaders—skills well beyond the technical qualifica-
tions that had previously been considered central. 
The focus on customer service, and the need to 
create an organizational climate that would be 
felicitous for recruiting and retaining the employ-
ees needed within a competitive labor market, 
began to shape the nature of the program design. 
Included were the Executive Core Qualifications 
(Leading Change, Leading People, Results Driven, 
Business Acumen, and Building Coalitions/
Communication). In addition, WAPA devel-
oped what are referred to as Western-Specific 
Competencies—Financial/Management Systems, 
Power Marketing and Operation, Utility Industry, 
Maintenance, and Safety. It also benchmarked 
other organizations and did extensive research to 
understand how best to put a succession program 
in place for its unique culture. 

The Department of Energy was also taking initiative 
to begin a department-wide succession program, 
and WAPA staff members participated in these 
plans and discussions. However, when it became 
apparent that the department-level initiative was 
bogging down, WAPA made a decision to move 
ahead rather than wait for a comprehensive plan to 
emerge. This was a factor in beginning with a fairly 
streamlined approach that fit not only the WAPA 
culture, but also the exigencies of the staffing situa-
tion and the need to move ahead with alacrity. 

The MSP emerged as a three-year voluntary, pri-
marily self-directed program open to all employees 
who hold a permanent management, supervisory, 
or team leader position within WAPA. Funding for 
development and training comes from the indi-
vidual offices of participants, except for group-wide 
training that is prorated among all organizations 
and funded centrally. 

Now in its second year, it began with 37 participants 
from offices around the region with six participants 
dropping out of the program in the first six months. 
Since the initiative did not include a selection pro-
cess, it was able to begin rather quickly after 
the announcement and application cycle. 
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While the general thrust is for self development 
and direction, the program office in the Lakewood, 
Colorado, headquarters does provide some support 
as well as overall management of the program. For 
example, the initial identification of strengths and 
developmental needs began with a 360-degree 
feedback process, soliciting feedback from super-
visors, peers, and subordinates relevant to the 10 
leader competencies. Also, there are group training 
opportunities approximately once each year for all 
MSP participants. However, it is the responsibility 
of individuals to search out advisors, coaches, and 
mentors on their own. 

The development for each individual is set forth 
in an Individual Progression Plan (IPP) for the 
three years of the program. Activities are tied to 
the development of the leader competencies and 
are subject to supervisory approval. Development 
activities and challenging job-based experiences 
are stressed over training, which is viewed as only 
a supplement, and are focused on gaining new 
experiences and demonstrating results. In essence 
this is a “trial by fire,” but one that the individual 
develops. The type of activities that are expected 
in a good IPP (as outlined in the MSP guidance) 
would include: 

• Details to other parts of the organization

• Temporary assignments and lateral job changes

• Serving as team lead or chair of teams or 
committees

• Participating on special projects

• Volunteering to act in vacant managerial 
positions

• Volunteering for leadership in community or 
church organizations

• Attending off-duty classes

• Professional reading

• Use of videos, CDs, etc.

In addition, the importance of geographic mobil-
ity for developmental experiences is stressed and 
expected.

There are four training courses that are manda-
tory for each participant, covering diversity, sexual 

harassment, hiring, and other personnel practices. 
There is also a mandatory reading list of documents 
pertaining to WAPA (e.g., the strategic plan). 

WAPA also has used a limited team project focused 
on improving effective project management as an 
action learning component. 

A semi-annual self-evaluation provides account-
ability for progress against the IPP and is submit-
ted to the supervisor and to the senior manager. 
Corporate Training Director Ann Capps reviews the 
accomplishments and progress in development. The 
WAPA administrator also maintains a review of the 
development activities of the participants to ensure 
that senior leaders are supporting mobility and 
challenging assignments. 

Lack of progress by the individual is one criterion 
for removal from the MSP as is removal from a 
managerial position. Completion occurs when 
all of the developmental activities in the IPP are 
accomplished within a three-year window. 

Lessons
While relatively young, WAPA’s program has incor-
porated some unique factors into its MSP design 
and into its own culture that are noteworthy for a 
smaller organization considering how best to begin. 

1. Initiative by the senior leaders of sub-organiza-
tions is important in a large, complex organization.
The initiative and support of the administrator for a 
succession initiative has been key, as has the deci-
sion to proceed ahead of the slower moving initia-
tive of the Department of Energy. 

This is a common thread for all excellent succes-
sion efforts. For administrations, bureaus, or other 
types of sub-cabinet organizations, the politics, 
complexity, and accompanying inertia of a depart-
ment-wide effort may likely call for initiative such 
as this when a need clearly exists. Large organiza-
tions also should resist the temptation to centralize 
succession programs where unique cultural fac-
tors exist and where individual initiative is moving 
ahead effectively. 

The administrator not only took the lead in launch-
ing the leader MSP development and succession 
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initiative, but also has continued to do so. He 
frequently encourages his senior leaders, ensur-
ing they are fully supportive of cross-functional 
assignments and engaged in monitoring individual 
progress. He also conducts conference calls with 
the program participants during the year and 
teaches courses in law and congressional relations.  
Moreover he and many of the senior leaders act as 
mentors for the participants. 

2. Voluntary “selection” can be effective in suc-
cession if done wisely. The voluntary nature of the 
MSP is a fairly unique approach that offers both 
strengths and potential weaknesses. 

For organizations contemplating launching a suc-
cession effort, a “whoever will come” approach 
makes such a launch occur more quickly and pro-
duces a larger talent pool. 

In comparison, the PBGC launch of its succes-
sion program took longer to get to the starting line 
because of the time needed to agree on a central 
program design and because of the concern over 
any possible perception of favoritism for a particu-
lar office. In addition, managing the selection pro-
cess required time for scheduling, executing, and 
counseling non-selectees. 

The better programs in the private sector take the 
approach of focusing on the so-called “hi-pos”—
high potential candidates—only. Simply because of 
the effort needed to manage such a program, most 
for-profit organizations make the practical and cost-
beneficial decision to limit the pool being developed 
to the likely top candidates for future leadership.

The downside of the WAPA approach is that 15 
percent of the voluntary participants have already 
dropped out, which may point to a number of fac-
tors that a more rigorous selection would have 
identified. Even in this streamlined approach to pro-
gram design, managing over 30 individuals through 
some of the developmental and assessment activi-
ties is time-consuming for a small office and may 
not pay off for all participants or for the organiza-
tion. However, the dropouts from the program that 
WAPA has experienced may be a less painful way 
to eliminate those lacking the necessary qualities.

3. Self-development is an important component 
of any succession effort. The predominance of self 
development in the WAPA MSP design offers great 
benefits; however, it does have some risks as well. 

By relying on individuals to develop their own 
program of leader development, WAPA has tapped 
into the initiative of future leaders. This is one 
method of sorting out those who are truly poten-
tial future leaders and willing to pay a price, from 
those who may realize that leadership is simply not 
their calling and at a low organizational cost. This 
may also prove to be a greater factor in self-motiva-
tion than a designed program would produce. 

It should also be noted that the WAPA program for 
succession and leader development is not com-
pletely random nor is it subject to whim, but is 
firmly anchored in challenging job-based experi-
ences and the 10 leader competencies. In short, it 
employs the research findings on how leaders are 
best grown. 

The approach, however, places greater emphasis 
on the review process by supervisors and senior 
managers to understand the gaps in the individual’s 
development and the kinds of experiences best 
suited to close those gaps. Some senior leaders 
understand this well; others likely do not, and in 
those cases the corporate training director is the 
one tapped to play this role.

4. Accountability is needed for assessing progress.
WAPA has a system of accountability that is reason-
ably strong and is an important factor in identifying 
individual progress. Too often, leadership develop-
ment is simply seen as completion of a program. 

The system of accountability is a strong incentive 
for individuals to make the time to attend to their 
“important” development agenda in the face of 
sometimes “urgent” time demands on the job. 
It also invests supervisors and senior managers in 
supporting the development of their MSP partici-
pants and gives visibility to individual outcomes. 
While this may somewhat beg the question of the 
wider organization performance outcomes it nev-
ertheless, has teeth and is an important factor in 
ensuring success. 
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The administrator related that he can already see 
results, with individuals taking on far broader 
responsibilities, seeking on their own to develop a 
strategic sense of the business, and working effec-
tively with many stakeholders, including Congress.

5. Job-based challenges must be supported by 
organizational mobility opportunity. The emphasis 
on the importance of job-based experiences and 
the support for mobility in effecting these develop-
mental experiences is a key WAPA insight and one 
that borrows from the research and best practices 
of outstanding organizations. 

The Center for Creative Leadership has had a strong 
influence on the design of most of the better leader 
development programs in the country. The use of 
varied, challenging job experiences is the single 
most important method of developing leaders. This 
addresses one of the particular needs of WAPA that 
other organizations may have—a relatively con-
strained budget for more formal, albeit less effec-
tive training.

The fact that real work (challenging, outside the 
normal experience) is the foundation for leadership 
learning makes such measures very cost-effective. 
It does place greater emphasis on the “learning” 
aspect of such activities by requiring that partici-
pants discuss them with experienced leaders or 
observers to ensure that strengths and weaknesses 
are identified and that the lessons learned are raised 
up for future application in future assignments.

We turn now to a larger social service organiza-
tion—one with a more traditional government role 
in the processing of claims, counseling clients, 
and providing financial entitlements—the Veterans 
Benefits Administration. 

Veterans Benefits Administration 
(VBA)
Mission Challenge
The Veterans Benefits Administration is one of 
three lines of business (health care, and burial 
and memorial service being the other two) in 
the Department of Veterans Affairs. This cabinet 
department is the second largest department in 
number of employees. The VBA is responsible for 

the administration of services in the areas of dis-
ability payments to former servicepersons and their 
families as well as pensions to impoverished former 
military and their survivors, the guaranty of home 
loans, the provision of educational assistance, and 
the management of insurance programs and voca-
tional rehabilitation for those disabled in service. 
It has approximately 12,000 employees located in 
57 regional offices in every state, the headquarters 
office, and at a dozen military discharge centers. 
VBA is responsible for a benefits budget of over 
$30 billion, most of it entitlements. It serves over 
3 million former military members and their families 
(out of a total living veteran population of approxi-
mately 24 million). 

In recent years, VBA has been the target of several 
critical congressional hearings fueled by veter-
ans and service organization complaints and by 
external, independent reports from GAO and the 
National Academy of Public Administration. These 
criticisms have targeted VBA’s continuing poor lev-
els of service, the slowness of its benefits claims 
processing, the mounting backlogs of disability 
claims that have frustrated claimants’ needs, and 
the mismanagement of its automation projects. 

All of these sources of concern implied that leader-
ship was in need of significant change. One report 
found that new automation and reengineering efforts 
were still likely to fail without significant human 
capital improvements and far stronger leadership. 
It was in that climate that five years ago, a well 
respected career Senior Executive, Joe Thompson, 
was elevated to the under secretary position from 
which he has sought to transform VBA. 

The transformation of VBA has been centered on a 
grounding in its historic core values, of which VBA 
had lost sight. A central theme has been rekindling 
an awareness of the long history of assisting the men 
and women who fought for this country going back 
to the Revolutionary War. The leadership develop-
ment strategy falls within that recommitment. 

Approach
The approach to transformation, referred to by 
Under Secretary Thompson as “The Roadmap to 
Excellence,” has been an emphasis on service to 
people, streamlining and improving old-line 
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processes with a strong team component, shaping 
the culture to embed different attitudes and, particu-
larly for our interest, new leadership and technical 
competencies that will help drive these changes. 
Thus, succession is one of the key components of 
the roadmap. 

These improvements are characterized most clearly 
in the vision core values for VBA established three 
years ago: 

Our vision is that the veterans whom we 
serve will feel that our Nation has kept 
its commitment to them; employees will 
feel that they are both recognized for their 
contribution and are part of something 
larger than themselves; and taxpayers will 
feel that we've met the responsibilities 
they’ve entrusted to us. Courage, honesty, 
trust, respect, open communication, and 
accountability will be reflected in our 
day-to-day behavior. 

VBA used a highly collaborative process in devel-
oping a set of 10 core values that would character-
ize employees interactions with veterans and with 
each other and which are expected to be modeled 
by leaders. Four of the core values are especially 
relevant for a discussion of what VBA has taken as 
a new tack in its leader development and succes-
sion initiatives:

• We foster an environment that promotes per-
sonal and corporate initiative risk-taking and 
teamwork. 

• We are open to change and flexible in our 
attitudes. 

• Respect, integrity, trust, and fairness are hall-
marks of all our interactions. 

• We value a culture where everyone is involved, 
accountable, respected, and appreciated.

The establishment of a function dedicated to the 
development of people—technical training, general 
managerial, and leadership development—was a 
key element of this change. The formation of the 
Office of Employee Development and Training 
(ED&T) and the selection of Dr. George Wolohojian 
as its first director were the first initiatives taken in 
response to the needs expressed. 

VBA also established the Veterans Benefits Academy 
in Baltimore, which focuses on non-technical and 
leadership/management training and development, 
and the Technical Training and Evaluation Staff 
Office, located in Orlando, which focuses more 
on technical and computer-based training. 

Description
The general thrust of the development efforts by 
VBA has been toward building a learning organiza-
tion in response to the climate of change—embed-
ding the notion of continuous learning throughout 
one’s career as a central feature. 

The more formal leadership development approach 
is centered on a competency-based model to meet 
VBA’s leadership succession planning require-
ments with a consistent set of competencies for 
both development and assessment of leaders. 
While the same generic competencies attend at 
each level of leadership, their expression in leader 
behaviors is progressive over time. VBA has used 
the five Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) as a 
basic foundation, but added two of their own that 
apply to their change requirements—Professional 
and Personal Growth, and Customer Service. (See 
Appendix I for further discussion.) 

The VBA leadership succession program is pres-
ently comprised of four (and ultimately five) lev-
els or phases of leadership development, from 
initial high-potential management candidates to 
SES development. This approach underscores the 
importance of continuous and progressive leader-
ship learning. ED&T has developed these programs 
under the broad direction of the VBA Leadership 
Steering Group, comprised of senior executives and 
managers. 

Each of the four current leadership development 
programs features some basic leadership learning 
principles and methods: 

• individual and team action learning projects 

• formal classroom training

• cross-functional and shadowing assignments 

• mentoring 

• stress on self-development actions 
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In each of these programs, targeted at different 
stages in a leader’s career, individuals prepare a 
plan for development with their mentors. The plan 
seeks to capitalize on the application of principles 
presented in periodic seminars and practiced dur-
ing the times between seminars, and on the identi-
fication of varied, challenging work assignments. 
A more detailed description of one of these pro-
grams —the LEAD Program—will be instructive. 
(See “The VBA LEAD Program” on pg. 63.)

Lessons
The challenge of transforming an old-line organi-
zation whose basic “business” is the processing 
of claims and applications and interacting with cli-
ents, primarily by correspondence and telephone, is 
a daunting one. The necessity for accuracy, speed, 
and a human component in customer service has 
led to a “high-tech, high-touch” response and a 
strong emphasis on developing leaders throughout 
their careers.  There are three distinctive lessons 
from the VBA experience:

1. Take a comprehensive approach to develop lead-
ers at all levels. VBA has invested in a continuous 

approach to succession and leader development 
that grows leaders at critical career junctures—at all 
levels almost from the very beginning of the person’s 
career. It also reflects the need to identify high poten-
tial younger leaders and to emphasize development 
of a broad pool (except incumbent SES members, 
which is a future developmental agenda item). 

The importance of this approach is that it stands a 
much higher chance of inculcating a leader-centered 
culture throughout the organization because of the 
broad nature of the programs themselves; because 
of the emphasis on engaging leaders to be the 
mentors, coaches and trainers; and because of the 
extensive use of action learning team projects at 
the local office and nationally. 

2. Use a competency model as the basis for devel-
opment of all leaders at all levels and align the 
behaviors with the strategic direction of change. 

A consistent and progressive leader competency 
model provides a clear understanding of behavioral 
and skill expectations for leaders—not simply for 
development but for performance as well. What 
will be key for VBA is whether the leaders demon-

The VBA Succession Pyramid

Challenge 2001—While not entirely a leader development program (this would be closer to an organizational 
socialization initiative), this is intended for the hundreds of recently hired employees as well as others. It aims to 
foster a deeper awareness of VBA’s historical/cultural mission in serving veterans, start to build communities of 
practice and learning, and begin the practice of continuous learning. 

The five leadership development programs are:

• Leadership Enhancement and Development (LEAD)—for selected high-potential employees at the GS 9-12 
level, providing exposure to the major strategic issues of the organization and using action learning team 
projects as a centerpiece of leader learning. The 25 selectees meet for a week at a time, three times during 
the nine-month program. 

• Introduction to Leadership—includes a basic understanding of human resources policies and practices and 
a labor relations component for new or potential supervisors. 

• Division Level Management Training Program (DLMT)—for mid-level employees ready for division supervi-
sory responsibilities.

• Assistant Director—(planning stages)

• SES Candidate Development—a proactive response to the expected attrition in the VBA SES ranks focusing 
on the five core Executive Core Qualifications and lasting 12 to18 months.
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This is offered once each year to promising GS 9-12 employees. The first class was comprised of 25 individuals, selected 
by senior leaders from a pool of over 150 applicants. The application process itself is designed to elicit basic experiential 
and biographical data and to allow candidates to reflect on various topics such as the strategic challenges facing VBA, 
their career plans, successes they have experienced, and their interest in future leadership. 

Each candidate is expected to do a personal essay reflection on “Is This for Me?” It is a means of encouraging each 
person to consider whether leadership is what they aspire to and to help them understand the implications for future 
diverse leadership learning experiences including career geographic and functional moves. This exercise confronts indi-
viduals with the need to be honest about both the rewards and the pitfalls of leadership and with their own motives. 

The LEAD Program has three weeks of formal training seminars during its nine month duration with 10 separate and 
varied learning components:  

1. Introduction to other VA organizational elements—This is done through senior-level speakers from throughout the 
VA and from site visits to different aspects of VA operations in the field, including hospitals and cemeteries. 

2. Mentor Relationship—A unique web-based process helps to identify the best pairings combining complementary 
experiences and the individual’s desires. The mentor receives training, as does the mentee, to help gain organiza-
tional knowledge, develop a networking system, and to share experiences and advice along the way. 

3. Individual Development Plan (IDP)—The IDP is based on feedback from personal assessment tools, and input 
from the mentor and home organization management. 

4. Team-building skills—Each participant is assigned to work in teams on a variety of assignments, including strategic 
organizational issues, to help develop or enhance team-building skills, to strengthen leadership and interpersonal 
skills, and to provide a forum to explore contemporary management issues. 

5. Shadowing assignments—Each participant selects his or her mentor, plus one of the division chiefs from the 
home station, preferably in a different division, to shadow for at least one week. The shadowing assignments are 
designed to give exposure to the challenges of managerial responsibilities and to different approaches to handling 
them by leaders outside of their normal organization experiences. 

6. Action learning assignments—Either locally or at another location, office directors coordinate specific team-based 
assignments to provide work experiences that will strengthen leadership competencies (such as problem solving, 
conflict management, and written communication) through new challenges. 

7. Presentations—Throughout the program, there are many opportunities to speak to the group and to senior officials 
through both spontaneous and planned presentations. As part of the final session of the program, there is a one-
hour formal team presentation on the major action learning project. 

8. Management interviews—Each participant conduct two interviews with senior management officials to gain man-
agement insights and knowledge to assist in developing a broader professional understanding.

9. Assessment tools—There are several forms of assessment (e.g., 360-degree assessments) used to help provide 
insights for team learning activities and for preparing the IDP.

10. Self-study projects—Several self-study projects are expected including extensive reading assignments and practical 
learning experiences conducted at the home office. 
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strating these competencies are actually the ones 
who advance and are rewarded or whether the “old 
culture” is reinforced by using the old (unwritten) 
criteria for advancement. The alignment of all com-
ponents of the human capital system is critical to 
the success of a competency-based model. 

3. The wide use of mentoring is a great enhancement 
to the potential success of leader development and 
engages the senior leaders more readily as key actors 
in the development of the next generation. 

The use of mentoring in all of the leadership pro-
grams is important because it provides for training 
and orientation of the mentors and the mentees in 
certain behaviors that will be useful throughout. 
VBA has installed an extensive screening process 
for mentors and mentees that allows for a good 
match. The requirement to regularly engage each 
other and the clear description of expectations 
helps to frame the mentoring component so that it 
is aligned with the purposes of the leader develop-
ment activities. 

However, the extensive amount of leader develop-
ment occurring throughout the organization makes 
it imperative that these mentoring responsibilities are 
seen as key requirements for senior leaders and not 
simply as additional duties to be fit in if convenient. 

Social Security Administration (SSA)
Mission Challenge
SSA realized several years ago that it faced a turn-
over in its executive and senior leader ranks that 
dwarfed the magnitude of the problem in almost 
any other federal agency. As a result, it also got on 
top of the problem well before most agencies. 

By way of comparison, SSA has a potential retire-
ment-eligible population of 82 percent of the cur-
rent SES rank leaders, 91 percent of the GS-15 
senior managers, and 93 percent of the GS-14 
senior managers. That this comes at a time when 
the workload is spiking with the generational wave 
of retirement eligibles, the growing ranks of those 
filing for disability, and the pressures for Social 
Security reform, makes the necessity for action on 
succession a strategic imperative. 

Approach
SSA is one of the few agencies in government with 
a clearly developed strategic plan that links its 
long-term strategy with the development of future 
leaders. While the key operational thrusts of the 
agency’s strategic plan are to deliver customer-
responsive world-class service, promote valued, 
strong, and responsive programs, and conduct 
effective policy development and research, the 
primary goal regarding the people who deliver the 
services and the programs is:

To be an employer that values and invests 
in each employee

SSA’s strategy to grow leaders has been ongoing for 
some time and arose out of the transition to becom-
ing an independent agency in 1994. At the time, a 
GAO report targeted a lack of succession manage-
ment and leader development as being major issues 
to tackle for the new organization.

Paul Barnes, one of the key line managers as 
regional director in Chicago and deputy regional 
director in Atlanta, has advocated for develop-
ing the next generation of leaders. Now, as SSA’s 
associate director for human resources, he leads 
the four programs that undergird the succession 
strategy. It is a strategy that includes developmental 
programs for leaders at all levels.

As one of the more mature leader development 
programs, they began with a focus on the SES can-
didates and the more senior leaders at the GS 13-15 
levels. This initiative has now progressed to a program 
for the recruitment and initial development of future 
leaders and the development of first line supervisors 
and potential supervisors (GS 9-12). A key objec-
tive in all of this has been to break down the career 
single path developmental stovepipes that have long 
existed. Interviewees agreed that this paradigm shift 
has been the toughest cultural challenge to overcome. 

Description
Like the VA, SSA has a comprehensive approach to 
developing leaders over the course of their careers, 
but it begins with accession into the federal ranks. 
The following four programs comprise the scope 
of the national succession and leader development 
process in SSA: 
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• Presidential Management Intern Program (PMI) 
for initial accession, GS 9 

• Leadership Development Program (LDP), GS 
9-12

• Advanced Leadership Program (ALP), GS 13-15

• SES Candidate Development Program (SESCDP)

These are each national-level programs and are 
primarily two years in duration. The particular 
focus of interest is in developing broader based 
leaders with people and customer service compe-
tencies as well as technical competency. In each 
case, they involve: 

• An orientation to the particular career stage and 
the developmental challenges faced in SSA;

• Core training components geared to the level 
of need; 

• The use of developmental experiences where 
individuals are taken off their job and placed 
into challenging assignments for on-the-job 
leadership learning; and, 

• The use of senior mentors for coaching and 
advice.

There are also some distinctive components to each 
of the four programs. 

PMI Program
Over the past several years, SSA has been recruit-
ing 30-40 PMIs—the top ranking graduate school 
students who desire a career in public service. 
These are truly “the best and the brightest” and 
SSA has been investing in hiring over 10 percent 
of the selectees in this flagship OPM recruitment 
program. SSA says they are particularly looking for 
individuals with substantive life experience, as well 
as superior intellectual credentials. 

Once at SSA, PMIs are jump-started into mid-level 
jobs but remain part of a centralized developmen-
tal pool where rotational assignments are used to 
give them varied experiences before being assigned 
to a permanent position at the end of the two-year 
program.

LDP and ALP Programs
In keeping with the SSA strategy to begin with 
the most senior replacement pools, the ALP was 
launched before the LDP and will take up to four 
more years to fully implement. The LDP is just 
emerging from the pilot stage and is on a similar 
timeline for full implementation. Both programs 
select applicants in a competitive process that 
engages senior leaders as selecting officials. The 
numbers selected are based on replacement pro-
jections, flexibility and range of experience and 
diversity. 

Selectees for both of these programs are given tem-
porary promotions and accept new assignments 
within 90 days of selection. This accomplishes the 
key developmental task of a new, challenging job-
based experience. The added organizational ben-
efit is that their position is also vacated and filled 
by another person who is also given a job-based 
development opportunity. The individuals revert 
to their original position and grade at the end of 
the two years if they do not find a position at their 
new, temporary grade. 

Both programs also use specially designed structured 
interviews and self-assessments of the Executive 
Core Qualifications competencies as a basis for 
initial selection and later for individual develop-
ment plans. They also make extensive use of action 
learning in cluster teams of individuals selected for 
these programs. 

SES Candidates Program
This leader development program is announced 
government-wide and for selected applicants 
results in a temporary GS 15 position. The first 
phase attracted over 400 applicants, 100 finalists 
and a final class of 35. Senior SSA leaders make 
the final selections. 

Similar to the design for the ALP and LDP, selectees 
are moved to occupy temporary positions, provid-
ing opportunity for a similar “ripple effect” for oth-
ers assuming temporary positions that have been 
vacated. For their rotational job assignments, SES 
Candidates take one temporary position outside of 
SSA (public or private sector), in operational areas, 
in the headquarters, and in hands-on jobs serving 
customers. 
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There is also an intentional exposure to the most 
senior executives in SSA and to the strategic 
agenda and decisions. 

Selection into SES positions at the completion of 
the program is the measure of success used. By all 
accounts this has been highly successful in accom-
plishing the initial outcomes. SSA has become a 
benchmark for several other federal agencies. 

Lessons
Given that SSA is further along in addressing suc-
cession, there are certain lessons that are highly 
useful to draw from its experiences: 

1. Make a strong business case for leader 
development.
Too often, anything that sounds like training is rele-
gated into second or third tier priority which cannot 
withstand competition from operational issues. SSA 
realized that a massive turnover in its senior leader 
ranks would ill prepare it for the demographic chal-
lenges that all statistical models predicted for its 
future workload. The political sensitivity of Social 
Security policy alternatives only enhanced the 
severity of the challenge. But it was in initially tying 
the need for leader development to the provision for 
succession that set the stage for today’s success. This 
priority and the business case made for the strategic 
plan communicated to decision-makers and super-
visors the importance of investing in the develop-
ment of people at all levels. 

2. Get clear senior executive buy-in along with their 
deep involvement.
SSA chose as its lead champion an experienced 
operational leader, Paul Barnes, to head the suc-
cession initiatives, rather than an HR expert. 
Barnes had a track record of growing leaders and 
respect among his peers.8 As a result, he was bet-
ter able to engage other senior leaders as mentors 
and instructors in their various programs. Senior 
leaders are active participants as mentors and as 
selecting officials. 

3. Use an approach that is grounded in practical 
research on “best practices” that apply to the public 
sector. 
In this case, SSA grounded its approach in many of 
the findings from the Center for Human Resources 

Management at the National Academy of Public 
Administration. Developed in a series of publica-
tions during the 1990s, the research found that 
there is great value in learning from others in the 
public sector and private sector and adopting the 
basic principles and approaches where appropriate 
to the culture and needs of the organization. 

4. Challenging, rotational job assignments are not 
only the best method of growing leaders, but if 
properly structured can have a ripple developmen-
tal effect. 
SSA has a unique and innovative approach to the 
use of job-based developmental experiences. By 
temporarily promoting participants and by centrally 
controlling their development, they not only can 
use different experiences as development tools, 
they open up opportunities for others as well. This 
may well be the best of the best practices discussed 
in this report. 
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What Does It All Mean?
This is where it gets difficult. Knowing something, 
even if it is successfully done by others, is no guar-
antee that we can do it successfully. It’s much like 
riding a bicycle. 

To extend the bike metaphor a bit, what we have 
done in this report is simply to describe, in some 
detail, what it takes to ride a bicycle and how oth-
ers have done so. But with 10 examples or even 
20, we would be no closer to learning how to bal-
ance and ride without falling. That takes learning 
by doing. It’s the same way with growing leaders. 

At some point, these findings do not make sense 
until an organization actually begins to do the 
hard work of finding out what works best for them 
by taking action. This section is meant to offer 
additional insights for organizational learning by 
comparing initiatives in the five public sector 
organizations and contrasting them with the best 
lessons and examples in the private sector. 

It is hoped that the distilled wisdom will provide 
actions for organizations to take in developing the 
next generation of leaders.

We turn now to a brief comparison of what we have 
seen in the five different public sector organizations.

Key Principles and Best Practices in
the Public Sector
Key Principles
The following lessons summarize the exemplary 
leadership development principles gleaned through 

the experiences of the five case studies. Embedded 
within them are several instances of “best prac-
tices,” implications, and methods that these and 
other federal agencies have used to produce and to 
continue to produce excellent results. 

Progress with this component of human capital 
will certainly take time and persistence. The six 
principles noted here are perhaps better consid-
ered “habits”—the underlying truths, if you will, 
of thought and action in leadership development 
and succession management that need to be 
applied both consistently and together as a whole. 
They underscore the findings in “Leaders Growing 
Leaders.”9

Best Practices
There seems to be an endless fascination with suc-
cess and “how to” become like the best companies. 
This movement probably began with the popular 
success of Tom Peters and Bob Waterman’s In 
Search of Excellence: Lessons from America’s Best
Run Companies. Unfortunately for the learning 
enterprise, a decade later many of those companies 
had gone out of business or were swallowed whole. 
In truth, what is often posed as “best practices” are 
more realistically what noted executive educator 
and author Dave Ulrich calls “interesting practices.” 

In some ways comparing the practices of the five 
exemplary public sector organizations with each 
other can lead to deceptive conclusions—much 
as contrasting them with exemplary private sector 
organizations can. This is one reason that I have 
also tried to examine underlying principles, which 
are more enduring. So-called best practices can be 

Making Sense of It All:
Reaching Conclusions for Action
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helpful for insight, but one clear finding is that each 
organization made decisions about those practices 
that recognized its own unique circumstances. Size, 
resources, past experience, change imperatives, 
and individual culture—each of these has helped to 
shape the varying approaches taken, and the result-
ing development and succession initiatives. 

It should also be noted that most of these succes-
sion programs are relatively new and the lessons of 
their experience are still being sifted. Even within 
the same organization (and here I am referring to 
both private sector and public sector organiza-
tions), the existing culture and mission challenges 
can vary significantly, thus shaping the practices 
that are adopted. 

Observations
There are a few consistent practices used by all 
of the exemplary organizations. The use of senior 
mentors, the identification of behavioral leader 
competencies for development (in some cases 
keyed to different levels of pending responsibility), 
the use of well targeted internal training courses, 

and the use of self-development study or reading 
are all consistent practices. In addition, exposure to 
the strategic agenda and to officials of the organi-
zation and the use of individualized development 
plans are widely used. 

But beyond these, the practices and their combina-
tions vary widely including the choice of whom to 
develop for the future leader pool and when devel-
opment for leadership begins (i.e., at recruitment 
and at all levels, or only for a selected level of the 
organization). 

Two comments are appropriate here. First, as 
noted, the mission challenges vary among the 
organizations, as does the amount of resources 
available within the organizations. In general, 
the larger organizations have committed larger 
amounts of resources to succession and devel-
opment and tend to have more comprehensive 
programs for leaders at all levels. This is similar 
to findings for the private sector. 

Second, we also see that these leader programs are 
still, except for SSA, in the early stages. The reason-

Six Principles in Growing Leaders 

• It is fundamentally senior leaders themselves who must provide the leadership for a succession initiative 
aligned with and helping to drive forward the strategic change direction of the organization. 

• The framework for an excellent leadership development program is based upon significant, challenging, and 
varied job-based experiences, intentionally chosen to advance the competencies and to test the character of 
future leaders.

• Senior leaders must assume responsibility for the development of future leaders as coaches, mentors, teach-
ers—and most of all, as exemplars—within and without leader development programs. 

• Strategic partnerships between a cadre of senior leaders and the HR and development organization is key to 
success in the design of the succession approach, in the selection of future leaders for development experi-
ences, and in the tracking of their progressive development needs. 

• Both the competencies needed for the leaders of the future and the outcome measures used to identify suc-
cess (and accountability) must be aligned with the strategic direction of the organization and must be clearly 
defined as a “business case.” 

• Leaders must persistently and patiently lead not simply in the strategic direction but in the change in cul-
ture—forming a strategy for cultural change, dispelling the myths, identifying the dislocations between word 
and action and their underlying assumptions, and championing a long-term investment in every aspect of 
the area of human capital to which leadership and cultural change are the keys to wider transformation. 



able expectation is that given success in meeting 
the mission challenges through developing future 
leaders, there will be a widening of the types of 
practices and the scope of the programs. That 
remains a speculation, however. 

Before positing some conclusions from these 
comparisons, we turn now to a brief contrast of 
public sector practices and approaches with those 
of the private sector. But first, we need to consider 
one question that hangs over such comparisons: 
Can the public sector and the private sector be 
compared? 

Uniqueness
What lies behind this question is another question 
I often hear particularly in benchmarking visits: 
“The federal government doesn’t have a ‘bottom 
line,’ so what can we learn from the private sector 
that can ever be applied to us?” 

Admittedly, there are unique factors in the pub-
lic sector. Many would cite the frequent political 
turnover at the top of organizations, the number 
of oversight mechanisms that agencies must con-
tend with, the different types of change challenges 
that are now occurring, the lack of a Profit & Loss 
Statement for most agencies, and perhaps a more 
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Table 1: Leader Development Practices by Selected Agencies

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

 Rotational temporary assignments   Rotational temporary assignments  √  √
 managed by senior leaders managed by senior leaders

 Succession/development at all levels   Succession/development at all levels  √  √ √

 360 feedback  360 feedback √ √ √

 Action learning team projects  Action learning team projects √  √ √

 Exposure to strategic issues agenda  Exposure to strategic issues agenda √  √ √ √

 Individual development plan framework  Individual development plan framework √  √ √ √

 Use of senior mentors/advisors  Use of senior mentors/advisors √ √ √ √ √

 Self development—volunteer church/community   Self development—volunteer church/community  √  √
 leadership    leadership   

 External leadership programs  External leadership programs √ √* √

 Internal training courses  Internal training courses √ √ √ √ √

 Development in specific leader competencies  Development in specific leader competencies √ √ √ √ √

 Self development—readings/self study  Self development—readings/self study √ √ √ √ √

 Observation of senior leaders  Observation of senior leaders √  √ √

 Full-time job rotations managed by senior    Full-time job rotations managed by senior   √ √  √
 leaders      leaders     

 Limited selection of high potentials for leader   Limited selection of high potentials for leader  √   √** √
 development      development     

 Wide and voluntary participation in succession    Wide and voluntary participation in succession   √ √ √
 programs programs

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

 Succession/development at all levels  

 leadership   

 Full-time job rotations managed by senior   
 leaders     

 development     

 Wide and voluntary participation in succession   

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

  

  

  

  

  
 leadership   

  

 leaders     

   
 development     

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

  

 leaders     

   
 development     

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

  
 leaders     

 development     

Development Practice PBGC USCG WAPA VBA SSA

* Professional military education for senior officers with other military branches.
** In the LEAD Program.
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complex political environment. But the more accu-
rate answer is that the principles and practices of 
how to grow leaders are not significantly different in 
organizations. This is borne out by both the research 
to date and by the results in growing leaders where 
similar practices have been used by different organi-
zations in the public and private sectors. 

Key Principles and Best Practices in 
the Private Sector
This synopsis of leadership development best prac-
tices in the private sector is drawn from a variety 
of sources.10

Key Principles
The following principles are deemed by the private 
sector as being the most important success factors: 

• More than anything, by a factor of 10, devel-
opment of leaders is based on challenging job 
experiences. 

• The wholehearted support and consistent 
involvement of senior leaders is the single most 
important factor abetting development through 
varied and challenging experiences. 

• The intentional encouragement of key relation-
ships between younger candidates and older 
leaders is fundamental.

• Conducting rigorous and continuous evaluation 
of outcomes based on sound metrics builds 
commitment.

• Linking leadership to the strategic direction of 
the organization and incorporating develop-
ment of key leadership competencies into the 
specifics of the strategic plan ensures a com-
pelling business case.

• Involving line managers in the design and over-
all approach is critical to gaining widespread 
support and culture adaptation.

• Maximizing the opportunity for feedback at 
all levels of leadership continues to inject 
both reality and an understanding of progress, 
and identifies any gaps in fostering continued 
development. 

• A self-development ethos is just as critical to 
success as the support of senior leaders.

• Development to maximize potential is of fun-
damental importance as a strategy for recruit-
ment and retention of the best employees.

Best Practices
These are the succession and leader develop-
ment practices that stand out as most consistently 
employed to good success: 

• Action learning

• 360-degree feedback

• Observing senior executives in action

• Involvement in action with the organization’s 
strategic priorities

• Cross-organizational assignments or networking

• Cross-functional rotations

• Individual development plans

• Coaching and mentoring (primarily informal)

• Leveraging internal resources (e.g., in-house 
leaders) and technology

Observations
What this surface comparison shows is that there 
are great similarities in the developmental prac-
tices between excellent organizations in the public 
and private sectors. This should not be surprising 
because, in almost every instance, the design for 
succession and leader development in each agency 
examined was preceded by extensive research and 
benchmarking.

The major difference between the two sectors (at 
least as of this writing) has been the level of com-
mitment to the strategic importance of people, in 
general, and of succession and leader develop-
ment, specifically.11

While it is a top priority for the private sector, GAO 
found in the latest round of strategic and perfor-
mance plans examined that, for the government, 
succession remains a work in progress and is not 
yet a priority for immediate action.12 Similarly, the 
U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board recently found 
that the excellent recruitment program for the best 
and brightest, the Presidential Management Intern 
Program, was not using future leadership and 
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management potential as a factor in the candidate 
selection process.

The highlights from the five selected agencies and 
the brief comparison with the research on exem-
plary companies provide the following insights that 
can help shape public sector actions by an agency 
whose senior leaders are seriously committed to 
growing the next generation of leaders. The conclu-
sions from the research lead to the recommenda-
tions for action by each organization in government 
in the next section.

1. Excellent public sector organizations base their 
practices consistently on the proven principles 
for growing leaders found both in research and 
in the best private sector organizations.

 The primary principles in evidence are: 

• Use challenging job-based experiences, 
selected by senior leaders, as a develop-
ment strategy;

• Involve future leaders in a substantial way 
in the organization’s strategic agenda with 
senior leaders as mentors and through real 
action learning team projects;

• Use the Executive Core Qualification 
leader competencies as a template for 
development—typically using the same 
competencies by which all senior leaders 

are selected and held accountable 
(alignment). 

2. Excellent public sector organizations make 
a business case for succession and leader 
development.

 In fundamental ways, the better organiza-
tions have built a foundation for success and 
for cultural and organizational change linked 
to their strategic agenda and to results. They 
understand the need for both programmatic 
excellence and cultural understanding as a 
foundation for change. 

3. Excellent organizations hold themselves 
accountable for results in growing leaders and 
begin by involving senior leaders in significant 
ways to ensure there is accountability and 
strategic alignment.

 While clear, measurable indication of success-
ful results in growing leaders and their direct 
link to operational imperatives—e.g., serving 
customers, providing a great place for employ-
ees to work and produce, and achieving 
important bottom line mission results—are still 
a work in progress, senior leaders involvement 
in these organizations is a clear signal that 
growing leaders is of strategic importance and 
ensures wider commitment and results. 

What the Private Sector 
Can Teach About 

Leadership Development

Developing leaders can drive the successful strategic 
direction of an organization.

Senior leaders’ involvement in managing challenging 
job experiences as a leader development approach 
in succession is of primary importance.

Clear organizational measures of leader develop-
ment success and of senior leader accountability are 
key to effective alignment. 

Excellent leader development and succession 
require the commitment of time and thought by 
senior leaders.
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The following recommendations are targeted to 
two different audiences: first, individual govern-
ment organizations and second, organizations with 
government-wide program or policy responsibil-
ity. These are systemic recommendations that are 
aligned and interrelated. 

The focus of this research has been on the prac-
tices and principles of growing leaders in excel-
lent public sector organizations. What I would 
recommend to individual organizations or com-
ponents of organizations flows directly from these 
findings. They are recommendations that can be 
acted upon immediately and certainly within the 
next two years. 

Following these individual organizational recom-
mendations are recommendations that are for gov-
ernment-wide action, based on the basic principles 
that have been already clearly identified. Several 
of the more senior leaders have observed in the 
course of their discussions with me that there are 
some fundamental policy changes that would be 
extraordinarily helpful, even essential, for all agen-
cies. For this purpose they are included for consid-
eration, recognizing that government-wide action is 
notoriously difficult to achieve and they are likely 
longer term in nature. 

Finally, since these six recommendations are ulti-
mately systemic in nature, I recommend that the 
President’s Management Council recruit a cadre of 
senior career executives (active or retired) to work 
with them and to help take the lead in energizing 
both a shared vision and certain action across gov-
ernment as a critical investment in the future of the 

public service to the American people. This would 
be a legacy well worth committing to. 

For individual government 
organizations: 
1. Each organization should base their succes-
sion and leader development practices con-
sistently on the proven principles for growing 
leaders: 
• Challenging, job-based experiences selected by 

senior leaders as a development strategy;

• The involvement of future leaders in a substan-
tial way with senior leaders in the organiza-
tion’s strategic agenda, as mentors and through 
real action learning team projects;

• The use of Executive Core Qualification leader 
competencies as a template for development—
those that are the same competencies by which 
senior leaders are selected and held account-
able (alignment). 

It must be noted that the widespread commitment 
to and use of managing challenging job experiences 
(not simply “shadowing” for example) as a leader 
development approach orchestrated by senior lead-
ers themselves is much further along as the sine qua 
non of leader development in the private sector.

As we have seen, the range and extent of practices 
varies widely depending on the mission chal-
lenges each organization faces, their culture, and 
their current strengths. But the selection of “best 
practices” themselves may be less important than 

Recommendations
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understanding the fundamental leader learning 
principles that lie behind them, and that to be a 
leader a person needs to see real leaders in action. 

2. Make a business case for succession and 
leader development and ground it in a real 
imperative that will urge action by senior 
leaders.
In fundamental ways, we have seen that the bet-
ter organizations have gone well down the road in 
building a foundation for success and for cultural 
and organizational change by linking it to the stra-
tegic agenda and to real results. They have built 
their strategies not as a “good thing to do,” but as a 
driver of the mission. This alignment as a business 
case is critical to engage senior leaders in spear-
heading the effort and moving leader development 
from being an initiative for the HR organization or 
the trainers and educators to try to sell. 

This can be seen in the fact that each of the agen-
cies examined has embarked on the long path 
of developing their leaders because of strategic 
mission imperatives and has formed strategies 
that align with those mission challenges. In other 
words, they do not simply start succession pro-
grams without making the clear business case. This 
must be the beginning point not only for success 
but for energetic senior leader involvement all 
along the way. 

3. Each organization and their senior leaders 
must hold themselves accountable for results 
in growing leaders. This begins by involving 
key senior leaders right from the beginning, 
but it cannot end there. 
The involvement of a few champions of the need 
to grow future leaders, then a widening circle of 
senior leaders, is the means to speak volumes 
to the rest of the organization. That alone fosters 
accountability for forward movement with excel-
lence.  After that, each organization will need to 
declare clear, measurable indications of successful 
results—not only in growing leaders, but also iden-
tifying the direct and indirect links to operational 
imperatives—serving customers, providing a great 
place for employees to work and produce, and 
achieving important bottom line mission results. 
These are the ultimate purposes for any investment 
in growing people as leaders. 

The commitment to the development and rigor-
ous use of meaningful measures, and the level of 
accountability for senior leaders and all employ-
ees, are the key factors. Such rigor in meaningful 
measures of the impact of developing leaders, par-
ticularly in holding senior leaders accountable for 
developing those around them, must be seen not 
only as a leader’s legacy, but as a non-negotiable 
responsibility.13

For government-wide action:
What often causes paralysis in the federal govern-
ment is the need for wider systemic changes in pol-
icy that everyone recognizes must occur. While this 
doesn’t necessarily preclude action by individual 
organizations with an innovative bent, it is often 
used as an explanation for inaction when so many 
priorities compete for attention. The whole area 
of people is one such issue that has cried out for 
wider changes for many years, but eluded even the 
broad reinvention agenda of the last eight years.  

To date, the response to this situation has been 
varied. For example, several organizations have 
sought individual human resource policy flexibili-
ties. This tack has been used where agencies have 
either unique challenges or unique political clout. 
Temporary and demonstration projects are also 
ways that the “one size fits all” rules are sometimes 
waived, if only for a time. The organizations pro-
filed in this report have, for the most part, worked 
around any government-wide impediments without 
seeking any waivers. 

But, government-wide, the response to this need 
has been a mixed message on leadership, with 
downsizing of the manager and SES ranks being the 
most visible message. So far, meaningful changes 
that benefit people (Civil Service Reform) and allow 
government to be even minimally competitive with 
the private sector for the best and brightest (and 
maybe even that assumption needs reexamination) 
have languished. There is an apparent lack of pol-
icy priority for human capital and succession that 
is only now beginning to be addressed in policy 
circles. In short, wider changes are wanted, but it’s 
tough to get agreement on how to do it. 

Based on the track record, widespread changes that 
support the development of leaders are not likely to 
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be realized. That is why the first task of a leader is 
still to grow other leaders, whether or not the senior 
leader’s own organization or even the federal gov-
ernment is fully supportive—in culture or in policy. 

Nevertheless, an optimistic reading of the climate 
for change in human capital government-wide 
would lead to at least the following recommenda-
tions for action at the federal level. These recom-
mendations emerge directly from the implications 
of the research on the essential principles and prac-
tices for growing leaders. The timing, opportunity, 
and needs all have coalesced to act on the follow-
ing initiatives.

For the President’s Management 
Council:
4. Provide a clear mandate to career Senior 
Executives to take the lead in growing their 
successors and incorporate this human capi-
tal initiative into a government-wide busi-
ness case spearheaded by the President’s 
Management Council.
Senior leaders in the career public service often see 
themselves—and are seen by others—as change 
implementers rather than change leaders. In other 
words, they are often seen more in the manager 
role than the leader role. It is one of the myths 
of leadership development that is unique to the 
public sector, where over 3,000 political appoin-
tees occupy very senior government leadership 
positions—and this at a time of downsizing in the 
career manager ranks. (See Myth 6 in Appendix II.)

And while the new Executive Core Qualifications 
make it clear that those in the SES ranks and those 
being developed for senior leadership are expected 
to lead change, lead and develop people, and 
focus on results, the reality of senior leaders being 
responsible for growing their successors has not 
yet penetrated the culture deeply enough except 
in rare cases. The change leaders identified in this 
report—Joe Thompson at VBA, Paul Barnes at SSA, 
Admiral James Loy in the Coast Guard, John Seal 
at PBGC, and Mike Hacskaylo at WAPA—are the 
exceptions still.  

As the research and experience show, leaders pri-
marily grow by exposure to challenging job-based 
experiences and by observing leaders in action. 

This a long-term proposition, but by the nature of 
political leadership, there is frequently turnover 
and often a shorter-run focus on initiating complex 
policy initiatives within election cycles. This is even 
truer for those at the assistant secretary or compa-
rable levels than for cabinet secretaries. While the 
contemporaries of government senior political lead-
ers in the private sector might be responsible for 
developing their successors, there is no comparable 
tradition in government. This is one of the factors 
that makes the challenge of leadership develop-
ment in the public sector unique.

I need to be clear at this point. There have been 
and are many extraordinarily good leaders in 
the political ranks who have done an excellent 
job of leading change and in growing leaders in 
the career ranks—James Lee Witt at the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and Phil 
Diehl at the U.S. Mint come immediately to mind. 
Colin Powell and Paul O’Neill certainly will be 
included among them as well. They are not only 
gifted leaders in their own right, they have stayed 
the course (or, in the case of Powell and O’Neill, 
likely will) to build the momentum for change over 
several years and leave a legacy of stronger career 
leaders after they depart.  

While the George W. Bush administration has 
made a proposal to reduce the number of political 
positions to approximately 2,000, that will likely 
not change the culture of expectations for leader-
ship development. The recommendation here is to 
establish a clear mandate to Senior Executives that 
one of their primary tasks in the next three years 
will be to grow their successors. This is an initiative 
that can best be taken by the President’s Manage-
ment Council on behalf of the President. 

For the Office of Personnel 
Management:
5. Make mid-level manager, senior leader and 
executive mobility a requirement for assump-
tion of future SES leadership responsibility. 
This was a proposal that was offered in the last 
administration for the Senior Executive ranks but 
was quickly taken off the table. It needs to be 
re examined in light of today’s reality of how future 
leaders develop. 
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Mobility is a key to development of leaders as each 
of these five organizations has demonstrated in one 
way or another—intentional moves to new and chal-
lenging job-based experiences (not necessarily geo-
graphical). It is also a norm among the better private 
sector organizations we have reviewed. It isn’t sim-
ply a perk nor is it a means to provide greater variety 
for managers and executives with an itch to move. It 
is critical to development and to breaking down the 
stovepiped barriers of culture that permeate almost 
every organization in some way. For the effective 
would-be executive, such opportunity is not a threat 
but an opportunity. But it takes leadership from the 
top by OPM and support from Senior Executives 
themselves as we have seen. Given purposeful 
policy direction from OPM this becomes a task not 
for the HR shops, but for the senior leadership of 
organizations like the five studied. 

As we have seen in the leader development path, 
this opportunity must begin early on with mid-level 
managers or even with incoming future leaders. 
Movement from operational field assignments to 
staff assignments in the headquarters; rotation to 
other agencies or to other branches or levels of 
government; exchange assignments with leading 
private sector organizations—these should be the 
norm for progression to senior leadership. The days 
of growing expertise in one functional stovepipe or 
one agency alone should be drawing to a close. 

If pay disparity is to be an issue for senior govern-
ment leaders, then the career challenge disparity 
needs to be a gap that is also closed. 

6. Form a volunteer cadre of retiring Senior 
Executives and those who have already retired 
to consult back on a part time basis to gov-
ernment organizations as coaches, teachers 
and mentors of the successor generations. 
Many observations have been made about the 
generation of leaders that is about to pass from the 
scene or has already departed and the resulting 
knowledge and leadership gap. Yet, current provi-
sions make it extremely difficult for these senior 
leaders to consult back to their organizations on a 
part time basis—a common practice in the private 
sector. I have found that many senior people have a 
great passion for public service and there are likely 
many who would accept an offer to serve as men-

tors, coaches, and teachers to help bring along the 
next generation of leaders. 

This, as discussed, is also one of the very best 
sources for developing future leaders. These expe-
rienced leaders are people with the wisdom, the 
commitment, and the credibility. These are the 
people who will have the time and inclination 
to do what their present challenging jobs often 
deter—grow the next generation. Steps need to 
be taken now by OPM to revise the policies and 
to knock down the current barriers. OPM must 
also lead an effort with individual organizations 
to recruit those current and former leaders with a 
bent toward growing others, and to help prepare 
through selected training sponsored by OPM and 
the Federal Executive Institute to give back to the 
next generation from what they have received. 



78

Appendix I: VBA Leader 
Competencies by Level

ORGANIZATIONS GROWING LEADERSORGANIZATIONS GROWING LEADERSORGANIZATIONS GROWING LEADERS

Role/Scope Leading Change Leading People Managing for Results Business Acumen Building Coalitions, Professional and Customer Service
          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment toAll employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to   • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development
    • Commitment to  • Technical skills
     people

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellentFirst-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
  • Implements change    management

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action   Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriersDirectors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture       performance        oriented culture

          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development
    • Commitment to  • Technical skills

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
  • Implements change    management

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development
    • Commitment to  • Technical skills
     people

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
  • Implements change    management

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development
    • Commitment to  • Technical skills
     people

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
  • Implements change    management

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

          Communications

 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development
    • Commitment to  • Technical skills
     people

 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
  • Implements change    management

 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

Managing for Results Business Acumen Building Coalitions, Professional and Customer Service
          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment toAll employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to   • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellentFirst-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action   Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriersDirectors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture       performance        oriented culture
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Managing for Results Business Acumen Building Coalitions, Professional and Customer Service
          Communications Personal Growth

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

Managing for Results Business Acumen Building Coalitions, Professional and Customer Service
          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering

Mid-Level • Strategic thinking • Develops • Implementing • Resource • Networking • Provides • Empowers others to 
 Managers (e.g.,  • Establishes direction  managers/coaches  organizational  management    opportunities  take action  
 Division Chiefs)      performance goals • Technology    for learning
         management

Directors/Executives • External awareness • Modeling • Goal setting • Financial • Political awareness • Creative learning •Breaks down barriers
  • Vision  organization values • Monitoring  management    environment  to good service
  • Benchmarking    organizational       • Establishes customer-
       performance        oriented culture

Managing for Results Business Acumen Building Coalitions, Professional and Customer Service
          Communications

All employees • Creativity and • Conflict • Accountability   • Interpersonal skills • Willingness to learn • Commitment to
 including team leaders  innovation  management • Decisiveness   • Communication • Continuous  veterans and families
  • Flexibility • Cultural awareness • Problem solving      learning • Responsive to 
  • Resilience • Integrity/honesty • Bias for action     • Personal  veterans
  • Adaptability • Teamwork • Judgement      development

First-Line • Encourages • Empowers others • Risk management • Personnel • Influencing • Promotes learning • Recognizes excellent
 Managers/Coaches  innovation • Team building • Technical credibility  management •Negotiating • Coaches employees  customer service
  • Creative thinking • Develops people • Information-based   • Partnering
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This material is intended for those who want a 
more extensive exploration of the “why” issues in 
leader development. It is framed as a discussion of 
myth and truth. A bibliography is included for fur-
ther background reading. 

The basic principles or “lessons” for growing lead-
ers and for initiating and managing an excellent 
program of succession are the antithesis of some 

well-honed myths about leadership. As we have 
seen these myths are dispelled by experience and 
results, which provide the foundation from which 
these lessons are drawn for others to apply within 
their own organization’s culture. 

For each myth there are key lessons of experience 
that contradict it. 

The Six Leadership Myths
Myth 1: Leaders are born, not made. 
The research of John Kotter, The Center for Creative 
Leadership, and others demonstrates that early 
experiences and even genetic wiring have very 
little to do with shaping a leader. Other than basic 
intelligence, few things are predictive of future 
leadership ability. Leaders can be and are being 
developed, and much research and experience has 
demonstrated the falsity of this pervasive myth. But 
it is still an excuse for doing little or nothing and 
letting nature take its course. 

Myth 2: If leaders can be grown, they develop 
needed skills by attending leadership develop-
ment training courses; the more expensive, 
the better the result. 
Leaders are grown—say both the research find-
ings and the applied lessons of that research in 
hundreds of excellent organizations—by the les-
sons of challenging and varied experiences, by the 
relationships they forge with senior leaders, and, 
most surprisingly, by the hardships of career and life 
experiences. Training courses (even the ones with 
the cachet of reputation and good marketing) are 

Appendix II: Leadership Myths 
and Truths

Myths

Myths have always existed in societies as a means 
of explaining the seemingly unexplainable. 
When the ancient Greeks and Romans could not 
adequately understand why things happened, they 
posited the presence of gods—who watched over 
mankind and interacted with humans (often capri-
ciously and with similar motives to humans). Both 
the Greeks and later the Romans were also fasci-
nated with heroic leaders and would ascribe their 
skills to some form of human connection with the 
gods. Hence, Achilles was half god and half man, 
but also an archetype for all leaders. 

While modern man tends to denigrate such 
naiveté, we still have our own myths that upon 
examination do not hold up any better under scru-
tiny. The problem is that many believe these myths 
and then implant them in the very marrow of their 
organizations—the culture. When applying the 
lessons of growing leaders to their own situations, 
senior leaders need to confront the myths that are 
likely present, if unspoken. 



81

ORGANIZATIONS GROWING LEADERS

more like the teaspoon of salt in the pound of bread 
dough—a necessary catalyst but a relatively small 
part that is not tangibly evident in the outcome. 

Myth 3: If leaders can be grown, the best
people to accomplish this task are (a) trainers; 
(b) consultants; (c) the HR organization; (d) 
all of the above. 
The reason that this is a myth is that the answer 
is (e) none of the above. The truth is that the best 
people to accomplish this task are experienced 
senior leaders, themselves. Experienced leaders 
have credibility, real life context, and understand-
ing of the culture. They embody the core values 
and are committed to the core purpose of the orga-
nization and of public service. Senior leaders are 
not only exemplars of good leadership, but they 
act as coaches, mentors, and even teachers in the 
process of growing other leaders. That is how the 
best organizations produce leaders of the future. 

It takes leaders to grow other leaders.

To be sure, senior leaders forge strategic partner-
ships with the HR shop, and use trainers and 
consultants as well as outside leader development 
courses. But the key players in all of this are the 
senior leaders themselves—throughout the orga-
nization. (That’s one indicator, by the way, of a 
leader-centered culture). 

Myth 4: Leaders are people who have gained 
expertise and capability in their field. (Its 
corollary is that there is serious career risk in 
moving to another functional area, to another 
agency, or to the field from the headquarters, 
and vice versa.) 
The typical career path of most Senior Executives 
confirms the existence of this myth in the federal 
government: advancement to a senior leader-
ship position within one career field and within 
one organization and often within either a “field” 
milieu or a “headquarters” milieu. 

This myth is disproved rather simply. Get together 
some future (early to mid-career) leaders and ask 
them to describe the “great” leaders they have 
worked for and the “lousy” leaders. Having done 
this on a number of occasions, I can predict the 
results. 

First, the qualities that people seek in those they 
will follow voluntarily are not those of capability 
and expertise in a chosen field, but those of charac-
ter: integrity, courage, balance, emotional stability, 
caring and empathy, selfless service, and humility. 

The whole subject of how to grow character in 
leaders is one that deserves separate treatment in 
far greater length. Suffice it to say that what suc-
cessful organizations have found is that leaders 
with depth of character and capability, those with 
high EQ (emotional quotient), are most likely to be 
those who have been grown by varied and highly 
challenging experiences, including learning from 
life’s hardships. 

Often these leaders have gained a measure of 
humility by the occasional opportunity to learn humility by the occasional opportunity to learn humility
something completely outside of their core exper-
tise and to call upon those around them (rather 
than relying on their own expertise) for assistance 
in learning. Or perhaps they learn courage when 
asked to take on a challenge where failure is a real 
option and staying put offers security. Or they may 
learn integrity in a meaningful way when faced integrity in a meaningful way when faced integrity
with complex ambiguity in an unfamiliar political 
or global environment that causes them to fall back 
upon what lies at the core of themselves and the 
organization—purpose and values. Or they learn to 
micromanage their team (among the deadliest of the 
negatives for “lousy” leaders) and to trust their peo-
ple because they are no longer the resident experts. 

In short, most leadership development patterns in 
government show that growing expertise in a single 
field has been the road to SES and to (apparent) 
external success. While it may still be an accurate 
description of the prevailing milieu today, it also 
confuses “great” leadership with position and rank 
and career success and flies in the face of the expe-
rience of the best organizations. Leadership excel-
lence is not dependent on rank—it is a deception 
for some of those aspiring to lead. 

Myth 5: Leadership is a “soft” skill that defies 
the tougher challenges of a performance man-
agement orientation and the measurement 
of hard results. (The corollary to this is that 
leader development is a task for those in the 
“soft” functions—HR and training—and not 
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worth the time of senior leaders who engage 
in the “hard” functions like internal and 
external budget negotiations.)
The track record of those companies and more 
recently those federal organizations, that take 
leadership development seriously and link it to 
measurable outcomes is far superior to those who 
don’t. What began more than a decade ago as an 
intuitive response to the need for a different type 
of leader to transform organizations to meet the 
challenge of change has now become an estab-
lished understanding. 

Myth 6: Senior Executives are not really the 
change leaders in their organizations, it is 
political appointees. If future leaders are to 
be grown, this is an initiative for the political 
cadre. 
As we have seen, this is one leadership and leader 
development challenge that is the exclusive prov-
ince of the public sector (the military and some law 
enforcement and intelligence agencies aside). 

Paul Light has brought a consistent message over 
the years that the excessive growth in the layers of 
government with political appointees, Schedule C 
political support staff, and the use of non-career SES 
positions to augment political appointments have 
all worked to the detriment of effective public ser-
vice in terms of accountability. For growing leaders, 
this is also true and has two chilling effects related 
directly to how leaders are grown over time.

One impact is that the initiative for growing lead-
ers passes to those who are least able to invest 
significant time and energy in what is a long-term 
proposition. Political leaders have only a short time 
to implement the policies they wish to enact, and 
there is little hope of an immediate payoff in grow-
ing leaders. And as with every conclusive state-
ment, there are fortunately some good exceptions 
to the rule—James Lee Witt at FEMA being a most 
recent example. 

A second impact is that the challenging experi-
ences that are so central to growing mature senior 
career leadership in the SES ranks are often con-
fined primarily to those who are political. This is 
particularly true where political leaders who are 
leery of the incumbents do not overcome their ini-

tial suspicions of the career bureaucrats and isolate 
them from substantive discussions, meetings, and 
policy decision making. Where these responsibili-
ties are seen as those of senior career leaders, the 
outcome is quite different. 

Nevertheless, this is a myth that the public sector 
must work hard to overcome if the next generation 
of leaders is to be grown and if Senior Executives 
are to see this as their task. Senior career leaders 
must gain a mindset that is similar to that held by 
most general and flag officers in the military, who 
clearly see themselves as the stewards of the devel-
opment of the next generation to follow them and 
take that role very seriously. 

That attitude and mindset is missing among the 
majority of the career SES ranks. The culture of the 
bifurcation of leadership between career and politi-
cal is still a conundrum in many ways. To some 
extent, the challenge is to draw back on the incom-
ing administration’s understanding of the “spoils” 
due them; to some extent it is to provide more 
opportunity for leadership by careerists through 
both better cooperation and better opportunity 
through reducing the sheer number of political 
appointees.
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Endnotes

 1. Ray Blunt, “Leaders Growing Leaders: Preparing 
the Next Generation of Public Service Executives” (IBM 
Center for The Business of Government, May 2000).
 2. U.S. General Accounting Office, High Risk: An 
Update (GAO-01-263, January 2001).
 3. U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Office of 
Merit Systems Oversight and Effectiveness, Supervisors in 
the Federal Government:  A Wake-Up Call, (January 2001).
 4. IBM Center for The Business of Government, 
Results of the Government Leadership Survey: A 1999 
Survey of Federal Executives, (June 1999), p. 4.
 5. John Kotter, A Force for Change: How Leadership 
Differs from Management, (Boston: Harvard Business 
School Press, 1993).
 6. Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and 
Leadership, 2nd Edition, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
1992). These findings have been endorsed for several 
years by the leading companies in the private sector and 
help explain the great interest that has been shown in 
recent years in making the business case for growing 
leaders.  
 7. Mid-level and senior Coast Guard officers attend 
the professional military education senior service schools 
of the other services (e.g., the National War College, the 
Navy Command and Staff College). 
 8.  See Leaders Growing Leaders for a further discus-
sion of Barnes’ approach to growing leaders.  
 9. Blunt, ibid.  
 10. The following sources have been used as a basis 
for the research in this section: Cynthia D. McCauley, 
Russ S. Moxley, and Ellen Van Velsor, eds., The Center 
for Creative Leadership Handbook of Leadership 
Development, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998); Jay 
A. Conger and Beth Benjamin, Building Leaders: How 
Successful Companies Develop the Next Generation,
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999); The Corporate 

Leadership Council, The Next Generation: Accelerating 
the Development of Rising Leaders, (Washington, D.C.: 
The Advisory Board Company, 1997); David Giber, Louis 
Carter, and Marshall Goldsmith, eds., Best Practices in 
Leadership Development: Case Studies, Instruments, 
Training, (Lexington, Mass.: Linkage Press, 1999); 
“Developing Leaders in the War for Talent,” a presenta-
tion by McKinsey Company at the Wharton Leadership 
Conference, June 7, 2001; and the General Accounting 
Office, Human Capital: Key Principles from Nine Private 
Sector Organizations, (GAO/GGD-00-28, January 2000).  
 11. See particularly the General Accounting Office, 
Human Capital: Key Principles from Nine Private Sector 
Organizations, (GAO/GGD-00-28, January 2000) 
and The National Academy of Public Administration, 
Managing Succession and Developing Leadership: 
Growing the Next Generation of Public Service Leaders,
(September 1997).
 12. General Accounting Office, High-Risk Series: An 
Update (GAO-01-263, January 2001).
 13. See Larry Bossidy, widely respected CEO of 
Allied Signal Corporation in his recent article in Harvard 
Business Review, “The One Job a CEO Cannot Delegate.”   
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