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Leadership Pipeline Overview

To get value from the Leadership Pipeline you have to under-
stand its basics. This concise overview is meant to give you 

easy access to the timeless tool ideas, principles, and framework. 
It is the place to start if you want to build a pipeline of leaders that 
is full and flowing; the Leadership Pipeline is a timeless tool for 
business success. More in-depth treatment of the various elements 
is covered in subsequent chapters as well as some applications.

The Big Ideas

The Leadership Pipeline model is based on a set of ideas developed 
from assessments for over 1,500  leaders who were candidates for 
CEO, business general manager, CFO, and other C-suite positions 
in a wide range of industries. These assessments are composed of 
a four-hour interview tracing the person’s career, achievements, 
and skill development. Findings are validated with the relevant 
boss and others who have hard data.

This assessment data has been combined with an applied 
ongoing research project, conducted since 2010. In structured 
workshops more than 15,000 leaders at different leadership levels 
have participated in discussions. These discussions focused on the 
challenges they faced when moving into a new leadership level. 
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20	 The Leadership Pipeline

In Chapters 3 through 6 we share the results of that research for 
each leadership role.

The model has proven to be universally applicable and able to 
withstand the test of time. We have seen very few organizations 
discontinue using the model once it has been implemented. 
Whereas most leadership models don’t survive even one CEO 
change, the Leadership Pipeline model survives one change 
after another.

We have learned there is no such thing as the right organization 
structure for any organization. The Leadership Pipeline doesn’t 
describe any particular organization or business and we certainly 
are not recommending that you use it that way. Rather, it is a 
framework that any organization or business can use as a starting 
point for building its own operating structure. Digitization is 
changing the way business works so flexibility is essential. If you 
use this framework, adapting to changing requirements is easier. 
The process for developing leaders becomes clearer, specifically, 
what must be developed, when to develop it, and whom to develop.

Five principles define the Leadership Pipeline model:

Leadership work must be clearly defined and differentiated 
by layer/role. Because there is so much leadership work to 
be done it has to be divided up to be sure everything required 
is assigned. Overlap is counterproductive. Today’s challenges 
are like a magnet drawing everyone’s attention. Working on 
the future suffers or isn’t done at all.

The effectiveness of leaders is complex and must be under-
stood in at least three dimensions: required skills, how time 
is applied, and the appropriate work values. A leader’s job, 
like any other, is composed of a set of tasks. To accomplish 
these tasks basic skills are required. Knowing the skills required 
has been understood in at least general terms for 100 years. 
There is an important obstacle that hasn’t been well under-
stood. Even though leaders are skilled, they only apply those 
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skills when they truly start valuing leadership work and 
appreciate how they uniquely create value as leaders. Many 
leaders behave as if their leadership work comes on top of 
their job rather than being their job. Operational matters and 
doing things themselves dominate their time schedule. They 
struggle freeing up time for leadership.

When leaders change organization layer/role, a significant 
transition is required. The different leadership layers/roles 
are completely different jobs. Leaving behind the work values, 
time application, and skills required by the previous layer/role 
is necessary. Understanding and adopting new ones appropri-
ate to the new layer/role is a difficult and critical condition 
for success. Doing the work of the lower layer/role while 
failing to adopt the requirements of the new layer/role is 
destructive to the organization and a leading cause of leader-
ship failure.

For sustained business success a pipeline of leaders that is 
full and flowing is a fundamental requirement. The flow of 
leaders is critically important. There is never enough effec-
tive leadership. Many of the current business problems, such 
as quiet quitting, burnout, the Great Resignation, isolation, 
and so on, are leadership failures. When new leaders are 
needed for any reason, filling leadership positions quickly 
with high confidence is the most desirable condition. Flow 
matters but is hindered by many things. The worst impedi-
ment comes from those who work at the wrong level.

It is the collective effectiveness of all leaders that determines 
an organization’s success, not the brilliance of a few. Many 
companies invest heavily in developing leaders but are not 
satisfied with the results. On examination, they are develop-
ing 50  leaders and ignoring 200 others. In our experience, 
there is little value in developing only the “stars.” There is 
an interdependence among leaders that goes up, down, and 
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22	 The Leadership Pipeline

sideways. Common expectations about what leaders will do 
and how they will do it, supported with appropriate develop-
ment, provide the basis for collaboration and teamwork.

If goods or services have to be produced and people are involved, 
a leader is necessary to keep production moving. That leader will 
set direction, engage the team, support team members, make deci-
sions, allocate resources, and measure progress at a minimum. 
Therefore, Leadership Pipeline principles and ideas apply. All but 
the tiniest of organizations can benefit from using it.

With these principles in place, applying the Leadership Pipeline 
model will help you in the following:

•• Mapping typical leadership roles and passages across 
the organization

•• Defining the job to be done for these leadership roles 
across the organization

•• Defining the critical transitions in terms of work 
values, time application, and skills that leaders face 
when moving to new leadership roles

The Core Leadership Passages

When you design your own Leadership Pipeline framework, you 
will benefit from using the five core leadership passages as the 
starting point. What makes them core building blocks is most 
organizations need at least three and probably four of them. Even 
small organizations usually have three of them. They are needed 
to cover both working on the present and working on the future. 
Furthermore, in most companies 95% of leadership roles are either 
exactly one of these five roles or they are a close variation/combi-
nation of the roles in some shape.

The five roles are expressed as passages. Moving from one to 
the next is a major event in the life of a leader. It represents a 
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significant transition that can’t be learned in a day or by taking a 
generalized leadership course. Our goal here is to help you become 
familiar with the work values, time application, and skills demanded 
by each passage. Once you grasp what they entail and the chal-
lenges involved in making each transition from one to the next, 
you will be better able to use this information to unclog your 
organization’s pipeline and facilitate your own growth as a leader. 
The five chapters in Part II of this book will provide you with in-
depth information, ideas, and tools for achieving full performance 
at all levels in your organization.

As you read about each passage, you will naturally apply it to 
your own organization and question how we define and divide each 
one. The odds are you will think of at least one (and possibly more) 
transitions in your company that has not been addressed in 
Figure 1.1. And this is exactly what we hope for. The purpose of 
detailing the passages is to equip you to work actively with the 
model rather than just applying it as it is. Each organization is 
unique, and each probably has at least one, and larger organizations 
two, leadership transitions with distinctive aspects.

As you become more attuned to each passage we believe you’ll 
see how they apply to your own situation and organization. If there 
is a transition phase in your business or organization that doesn’t 
fit this model, create your own definition and tell us about it. (Our 
email addresses are at the end of the Welcome.) It might be helpful 
to others. We illustrate our updated model in Figure 1.1.

Passage 1: Leading Others

New, young employees usually spend their first few years with the 
organization as an individual contributor. Whether they are in 
engineering or sales or finance their skill requirements are technical 
or professional. They contribute by doing the assigned work within 
a given time frame and in ways that meet objectives. By sharpening 
and broadening their individual skills they make increased contri-
butions. They are then considered to be promotable. From a time 
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application standpoint, their learning involves planning so they 
can deliver on schedule, punctuality so they show up for work and 
meetings on time, and checking their work to ensure quality and 
reliability. The work values to be developed include accepting the 
company culture (values) and adopting appropriate professional 
standards. When people become skilled individual contributors 
who produce good results—especially when they demonstrate an 
ability to collaborate with others—they usually receive additional 
responsibilities or more complex work. When they demonstrate 
the ability to handle these new responsibilities and adhere to the 
company’s values, they are often promoted to the first line of 
leadership.

When this happens, they are at the beginning of passage 1. 
Though this may seem like an easy, natural progression, many 
new managers trip. The highest performing individuals are often 
reluctant to give up what they were doing. They want to keep 

Figure 1.1.  The Five Key Leadership Roles and Turns Illustrated.
Source: Based on Walter Mahler’s “Critical Career Crossroads,” revised by 

Stephen Drotter.
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doing the things that made them successful. As a result, many 
first-time leaders take the new title, status, and money but don’t 
make the transition. They become leaders without accepting the 
requirements.

The skills that new leaders have to learn include planning work 
for their team (not just themselves), choosing new teammates, 
assigning work, teaching new hires, monitoring progress, coaching, 
and measuring the output. First-line leaders need to learn how 
to  allocate their time to help others perform effectively. They 
cannot allocate all their time to handling tasks themselves, putting 
out fires and taking advantage of opportunities. They must shift 
from doing work to getting work done through others.

Reallocating time is an especially difficult transition require-
ment for first-time leaders. Part of the problem is that many 
neophyte leaders still prefer to spend time on their “old” work, 
even as they take charge of a group of people. The pressure to 
spend less time on individual work and more time managing will 
increase at each passage. If people don’t start making changes in 
how they allocate their time right from the beginning, they are 
bound to become liabilities if they move up. It is a major reason 
pipelines clog.

The most difficult change for new managers to make at passage 1 
involves work values. Specifically, they need to start valuing mana-
gerial work, not just tolerating it. They must believe that making 
time for others, planning for others, coaching, and the like are 
necessary tasks and their responsibility. More than that, they must 
view other-directed work as mission critical to their own success. 
For instance, first-line leaders in the financial services industry find 
this transition extremely difficult. The industry values production 
and producers. New leaders must learn to value making their 
people good producers. Given that these values had nothing to do 
with their success so far it is difficult for them to make this dramatic 
shift in what they view as meaningful. Although changes in skills 
and time application are visible and measurable, changes in work 
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values are hard to assess. Someone may appear to have the right 
values when their boss is watching but they haven’t really changed. 
Because changes in work values are hard to make, they frequently 
require upper management reinforcement.

Mindset has been a critical but undervalued performance driver. 
It gives the first-line manager the starting point for each day. 
Individual contributors should start each day with “delivering 
excellence” as their mindset. The desire to perform their tasks to 
the best of their ability today and every day sets them up for 
success. The first-line leader is the frontline for delivering results. 
It could be offense or defense that is needed; they have to deliver 
it. Changes conceived from on high could include cutting costs or 
speeding up delivery or becoming agile. These must be first deliv-
ered at the frontline. The required mindset is “take charge, help 
the team, and be flexible.”

Passage 2: Leading Leaders

This leadership passage is frequently ignored compared to the 
previous one, where the transition requirements are more obvious. 
Few companies address this passage directly in their training even 
though this level is where a company’s management foundation is 
constructed. Leaders in this second passage—leaders-of-leaders—
select and develop the first-line leaders; some will eventually 
become the company’s senior leaders.

Perhaps the biggest difference from the previous passage is that 
here leaders must focus on leadership work only. They are now two 
layers removed from delivery of products or services. As leaders-
of-others they may well have had some production tasks to perform 
or teach through demonstration. Now they have to select leaders, 
people who are at passage 1. They have to assign leadership work 
to them, train and develop them as leaders, measure their progress, 
and coach for improvement. This is also the point where they start 
to think beyond their own unit and start to consider how best to 
connect with other units that support the overall business.
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All of this is hard to do if they still value individual contribu-
tions and technical work to the exclusion of everything else. Too 
often people who are promoted to passage 2 have skipped passage 1. 
They were promoted to first-line leader but didn’t change work 
values, time application, skills, or mindset. As a result they clog 
the leadership pipeline because they hold first-line leaders account-
able for technical or professional work rather than leadership work. 
Because they themselves skipped the first passage and still value 
individual contribution above leadership results, they poison the 
leadership well. They maintain and even instill the wrong values 
in those individuals reporting to them. They usually choose high-
achieving technical experts for first-line leadership positions rather 
than true potential leaders. They are unwilling or unable to dif-
ferentiate between those who can do and those who can lead.

Leaders at passage 2 need to be able to identify values-based 
resistance to leadership work, which is a common reaction among 
first-line leaders. Leaders-of-leaders need to recognize that the 
software design engineer who would rather design software than 
lead others to develop software cannot be allowed to move up to 
leadership work. No matter how brilliant they might be at design, 
they become obstacles in the leadership pipeline if they derive no 
job satisfaction from leading people. In fact, one of the tough 
responsibilities of leaders-of-leaders is to return leaders-of-others 
to individual contributor roles if they don’t shift their work values, 
time application, and skills.

Coaching new first-line leaders on how to lead is essential 
because so many new leaders don’t receive any formal training. 
They are dependent on their boss for instruction on the job. 
Coaching requires time to go through the instruction-performance-
feedback cycle repeatedly until the performance is evident. Some 
and perhaps many leaders aren’t willing to allocate their time in 
this way. In many organizations coaching isn’t rewarded and its 
absence isn’t recognized. No wonder new leaders-of-leaders don’t 
think it is mission critical.
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Mindset has to make a major shift. The “take charge, help the 
team, and be flexible” orientation has some value at this level but 
there are bigger issues that must be the starting point each day. 
They make the work flow among units run by their direct report 
and between their organization and other parts of the business 
where their work comes from and where it goes. They also connect 
the bottom of the organization where the operating work is done 
to the strategic part of their business. Information from these con-
nections enables them to create a context for their people. The 
required mindset is “connections and context.” The absence of 
connections and context makes organizations seem and feel chaotic 
in addition to being unproductive.

Passage 3: Leading a Function

This transition is tougher than it seems. On the surface both 
leaders-of-leaders and function leaders lead leaders and make con-
nections with other parts of the business. Lurking under the surface 
are some major challenges. To communicate with the individual 
contributors they have to penetrate two layers before they reach 
the intended audience. New communication skills are needed. 
Inevitably this new layer requires the function leader to take 
charge of parts of the organization where they have little or no 
experience. Learning this new (to them) work and learning to 
value it at the same time can be a challenge. At the same time, 
function leaders report to business leaders and are part of the busi-
ness team. Now, they have to take into consideration the needs, 
programs, roles, and challenges of the other functions. Two major 
transitional skills are team play with other functions and competi-
tion for resources based on business needs.

Perhaps the most difficult transition for new function leaders is 
moving from operational work to developing and implementing 
function strategy. Blending their strategy with the overall business 
strategy, with all the give-and-take involved, is a real challenge. 
From a time application standpoint, that means participating in 
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business meetings and working with the other functions, which 
takes away from their time for function work. In light of this time 
requirement, delegation of major function tasks to their direct 
reports is the only way to get everything done well.

This leadership passage requires an increase in maturity. In 
one sense maturity means thinking and acting like a function 
leader, not like a function member. It also means adopting a 
broad, long-term perspective. Long-term strategy requires state-
of-the-art thinking, futuristic thinking for the function for 
understanding and building competitive advantage. It is usually 
what gives these leaders the most trouble. Function strategy that 
enables the business to do something better than competition 
may give the business a short-term advantage. Long-term sustain-
able advantage is the objective—not just a temporary edge.

The following case study illustrates the challenges new func-
tion managers face.

Case study

Six months ago, Tom was named director of plant operations. 
In this capacity he has five direct reports: four who run large 
assembly facilities and one who runs purchasing of compo-
nents. Although Tom’s experiences have helped him appreci-
ate sales, finance, and other functions, Tom has trouble with 
planning beyond the function’s immediate requirements and 
with keeping in touch with individual contributors who are 
doing delicate assembly of hi-tech products. Not only is it 
difficult for Tom to define the steps necessary for the facilities 
to become a more integrated assembly operation but also he 
has lost touch with technicians he knew from previous lower-
level assignments. They had been a source of invaluable 
real-time information he could use in making plans.
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At many organizations, a guy like Tom could muddle through 
and his strengths would compensate for his weaknesses, at least on 
the surface. But on closer inspection, we can see that Tom isn’t a 
full performer at this new layer. For instance, it’s important that 
Tom build skills in skip-level communication. He needs to know, 
without diminishing the authority of the plant managers who 
report to him, what individual contributors are working on and 
how well the processes are working. If he doesn’t develop this skill, 
he will run the risk of alienating the plant managers and first-line 
managers. Luckily, Tom’s company has an assessment program in 
place that identified his struggle with passage 3 and is providing 
coaching and the opportunity to attend a first-rate executive 
development program that will help him build the necessary skills 
for this leadership level.

Transitioning to passage 3 requires a “strategic leadership” 
mindset. Adopting that mindset is almost impossible without 
developing strategic planning and thinking skills. Clearly, strategy 
training from the boss or from outsiders should be part of any 
transition effort. Without it, success will be superficial at best. 
Promoting the “best engineer” to be the function leader of engi-
neering has always been an iffy proposition.

Passage 4: Leading a Business

Most business leaders tell us this is their favorite of all positions 
they have held. They are usually given significant autonomy, which 
those with leadership and entrepreneurial instincts relish. They 
have all the key functions on their team and can see the results of 
their effort in the marketplace.

This transition is reported to be the most challenging of their 
career. This is a very sharp turn; a major shift in work values, time 
application, skills, and mindset is required. It’s not simply a matter 
of becoming more strategic and cross-functional, though it is impor-
tant to continue developing these abilities rooted in the previous 
passage. Now they are in charge of integrating the functions, 
whereas previously they simply had to understand and work with 
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the other functions. But the biggest shift is from looking at plans 
or proposals functionally (can we do it professionally, technically, 
or physically?) to looking at them from a profit perspective (will 
we  make any money if we do this?) and to a long-term view (is 
the profit sustainable?). New business leaders must fundamentally 
change the way they think.

There are probably more new and unfamiliar responsibilities 
here than at any other level. For those who worked in only one 
function for their entire career a business manager position repre-
sents unexplored territory. They have suddenly become responsible 
for unfamiliar functions and outcomes. Not only do they have to 
learn to lead new functions but also they must become skilled at 
working with a wider range of people than ever before. They need 
to become sensitive to function differences; they must learn to 
communicate clearly and effectively with new audiences.

One of the most challenging aspects of this new layer is the 
balancing act between future goals and current needs—making 
trade-offs between short-term and long-term goals, and between 
the functions for resource allocation. Meeting quarterly (or 
monthly) profit, market share, product, and people targets while 
at the same time planning for goals three to five years into the 
future is a stretch. The paradox of balancing short-term and long-
term thinking is one that bedevils leaders at this passage—and why 
one of the critical needs is having sufficient thinking time. At this 
level leaders need to stop “doing” and reserve time for reflection 
and analysis.

When business leaders don’t make this turn completely the 
pipeline becomes severally clogged. For example, a common 
failure at this level is not valuing staff functions. Directing and 
integrating finance, human resources, legal, and other support 
functions are crucial business manager responsibilities. When 
leaders don’t understand or value support staff, these employees 
don’t deliver full performance. When the business leaders belit-
tle or diminish their roles, staff people deliver half-hearted 
effort and become energy drainers. Business leaders must learn 
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to take advice, accept feedback, and trust the staff functions. 
Business leaders who do so find they have more time to think.

The required mindset is a major transition from the previous 
layer. In simple terms, an effective view of this role is “profitable 
leadership.” Every dollar spent should add value, so valuing one 
function over others leads to poor performance and decreases 
the  return on salary. Exciting new projects must have a return 
on  investment. Innovation often leads to increased profit. This 
mindset helps the new business leaders move away from activity 
and toward the bottom line.

Passage 5: Leading an Enterprise

The transition required for the fifth passage is more focused on 
values than skills. To an even greater extent, people making this 
transition must reinvent their self-concept as an enterprise leader. 
To be effective as the leader of the institution, long-term visionary 
thinking is required. At the same time they must develop operating 
mechanisms to know and drive quarter-by-quarter performance 
that is in tune with longer strategy. The trade-offs involved can be 
mind-bending, and enterprise leaders learn to value these deci-
sions. In addition, this new leadership role often requires well-
developed external sensitivities—and the ability to manage 
external constituencies, sense significant external shifts, and do 
something about them before they affect the enterprise. They 
value this outward-looking perspective.

Enterprise leaders need to come to terms with the fact that their 
performance will be based on three or four high-leverage decisions 
annually; they must set those three or four mission-critical priori-
ties and focus on them. There’s a subtle but fundamental shift from 
strategic to visionary thinking and from a business to a global 
perspective. There is also a letting-go process that should take 
place if it hasn’t previously. Enterprise leaders must let go of the 
pieces (as in individual products and customers) and focus on the 
whole (as in the conception, development, production, and mar-
keting of all products to all customers).

Charan160976_c01.indd   32 12-12-2023   15:23:15



	 Leadership Pipeline Overview	 33

At this level an enterprise leader, commonly called CEO, must 
assemble a team of high-achieving and ambitious direct reports, 
knowing that some of them want the CEO job but choosing them 
for the team anyway. This is the only leadership position in the 
organization for which inspiring the entire employee population 
through a variety of communication tools is essential.

When the leadership pipeline gets clogged at the top, it nega-
tively affects all leadership levels. A CEO who has skipped one or 
more passages can diminish the performance not only of the team 
that reports directly but also of individuals all the way down the 
line. Such a CEO not only fails to develop other leaders but also 
fails to fulfill the responsibilities that come with the position.

Preparation for the CEO role cannot be taken lightly. The role 
is one of a kind in the enterprise, so no direct preparation is pos-
sible. But a proven route is to take on a variety of positions that 
provide different challenges, both operational and strategic. Some 
accountability for external relationship building is also useful. 
Preparation has to start well beforehand, and several people have 
to be preparing simultaneously. The failure rate for enterprise 
leaders is higher than most other positions. Frequently, the new 
enterprise leader doesn’t realize how significant the transition is, 
so they don’t pay enough attention to their own development.

Defining the Job to Be Done

Understanding and addressing these transitions is critical for 
making leaders successful. We think it is also necessary to under-
stand the job that must be done by each leadership role. We spell 
it out in this book for the five most common roles. Leadership 
work is not all the same, but many companies operate with one set 
of leadership competencies or principles or values for all leaders. 
That doesn’t seem to work very well. Value creation by leaders 
varies as their roles get bigger or they have more resources to 
address. Therefore, the leadership job to be done is different. In 
addition to clarifying the work to be done for five leadership roles, 
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we also identify some likely activities or tasks required to be suc-
cessful. Figure  1.2 provides a visual for leaders-of-others. (We 
revisit this in Chapter 3, where you’ll see this figure again.)

The first column, The Work, defines the basic leadership work 
that is to be carried out by the leadership role. This template 
should be used to help leaders focus on the important job ele-
ments. Our choice of words is deliberate and consistent so we 

Figure 1.2.  Leading Others: The Job to Be Done.
Source: Copyright Leadership Pipeline Institute.
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don’t confuse readers. The model should be used to help leaders 
focus on what is really important in their role.

The second column, Required Activities, makes the model 
hands-on and action oriented. This column answers questions such 
as “What do I do to set direction and empower and build the 
team?” Activities will differ from company to company; some activi-
ties will change in the same company as the business progresses. We 
expect all companies to base activities on their unique business 
needs. We are trying to give readers a starting point for thinking 
this through, not tell them what to do. We also expect leaders to 
phrase statements using their own language and terminology. Some 
organizations operate with “check-in” sessions, others operate with 
“one-on-one” sessions, though the purpose and content of the 
conversation is the same.

Figure 1.2 uses very simple language. We have seen again and 
again that using simple language to define what is expected leads 
to better understanding and more success. People go to work to do 
their best. But they often need to be shown what “best” looks like 
in a way that makes sense and in language they understand.

One of the key roles for leaders-of-leaders as we discuss in 
Chapter 4 is to develop leaders-of-others and assess their perfor-
mance. The eternal challenge in completing assessments as 
described by leaders-of-leaders is that they are not always sure what 
to look for and how to make it fact based. If you define the leading-
of-others role as in Figure 1.2, you not only support the leaders-of-
others doing their leadership work but also you support the 
leaders-of-leaders doing their leadership work.

Finally, most businesses understand the importance of build-
ing a “leadership bank”—meaning creating leadership bench 
strength. You need to have confidence that all leaders are assessed 
on the same job to be done and that assessments are fact based. 
This very hands-on and job-to-be-done approach will also help 
focus on what’s needed and minimize gender and cultural biases 
as well as unconscious biases, hence, support building a diverse 
organization.
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In the chapters to come, we have illustrated what this can 
look  like for some of the most common leadership roles across 
organizations.

Understanding the Transitions

Getting full value from the Leadership Pipeline requires a deep 
understanding of the transitions required as people move into a 
new leadership role. We want to make clear what these transitions 
involve. As we have discussed (and hopefully have made clear), 
stepping into a new leadership role demands a complete change in 
how the leader adds value. Some will be successful at making the 
transition one, two, or perhaps three times to new layers/roles. 
Others will struggle to make one, the transition to leading others. 
They all will need help.

Transitions are composed of three primary elements:

•• Work values: what people believe is important and so 
becomes the focus of their effort and gets the 
highest priority

•• Time application: the new job to be done requires time 
be allocated to these requirements and not to 
the old ones

•• Skills: the capabilities required to execute new 
responsibilities

These three areas of transition constitute the transition triad. 
This triad gets more complicated as roles get bigger. The transition 
from one leadership layer/role to another does not happen unless 
these three things change appropriately. As we spell out, each 
passage requires that leaders acquire a new way of leading and leave 
the old ways behind.

Let’s take a closer look at the transition triad by exploring a 
couple of fictional case studies.
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Case study

Bob is at passage 1—leading others—having recently been 
promoted to be leader of his team. Previously, Bob had proven 
to be a crackerjack engineer, the best problem-solver in the 
department, and his superior technical skills earned him his 
promotion. As a leader, however, Bob relied on a hands-on, 
problem-solving approach that had worked for him as an 
individual contributor engineer over the past seven years. It 
is work that he enjoys and is comfortable doing; his work 
values dictate that he find the engineering solution himself. 
But it is also what prevents him from building and demon-
strating leadership capability. Typically, Bob ends up compet-
ing with his own direct reports when a new assignment comes 
up. He keeps the hardest parts for himself because he believes 
he can do them better and faster. This leadership style suf-
focates the team and they end up just asking Bob for answers 
instead of fixing the challenges themselves. Though now in 
a leadership position, Bob still values technical work more 
than leadership work.

Case study

Maria, a former sales manager, is now the head of a business 
unit; she’s at passage 4—from function leader to business 
leader. Over the course of her career Maria has aggressively 
pursued new customers and relishes the supplier-customer 
dynamic, spending a great deal of time in one-on-one cus-
tomer interactions. She’s been highly innovative with her 
service ideas and has consistently hit or exceeded sales targets 
for her group because of her approach. As the head of a busi-
ness unit, Maria is encountering a number of new challenges. 
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Work Values

The phrase work values refers to the work you think is important 
and how you experience creating value on the job. Work values 
are, without doubt, the most important element in transitions and 
the most difficult to achieve. We can train people in skills and 
create schedules and systems that control where their time goes, 
but in reality, adjusting work values is more powerful when moving 
from one level to another.

The principle of work values being the most fundamental part 
of a transition is illustrated well in Bob’s case. What makes a good 
day for Bob now is fixing a problem. What should be a good day 
for Bob is his team fixing problems based on how he has coached 
and developed them. In general, if work values are not adjusted, 
it is unlikely that any behavioral change will occur.

She’s finding it difficult to communicate with people in 
functions other than sales and hasn’t been able to create a 
business model that her people can understand and relate to. 
She doesn’t understand why engineering and manufacturing 
are always in disagreement and why deliveries are so late on 
new products. Frustrated by her inability to do what’s required, 
Maria decides that she can “bull” her way through by relying 
on her strength. By focusing on deepening old and securing 
new customer relationships, she is back in her comfort zone. 
Unfortunately, that’s only one of many things she needs to 
do in her current leadership position. This is the first time 
Maria has ever headed a multifunctional team, and she 
doesn’t value the contributions of each function or under-
stand their contribution to the success of the business. She 
has failed to become more strategic and less transactional. To 
be an effective business leader she needs strategic skills and 
she needs to value all functions.
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In Maria’s case, her passion for customer activities, where she 
could bring her professionalism into play, was clearly evident. She 
didn’t have the same enthusiasm when it came to integrating func-
tions and taking a strategic approach to the business. It could easily 
be argued that she had not even fully transitioned into her func-
tion leadership role prior to becoming business leader. At this level 
it is not just about visiting customers and closing deals. She needs 
to value working with all functions on creating an even better 
customer value proposition as part of a business strategy.

Time Application

As leaders progress from one layer to another, they will find that 
the key to success is mostly about making other people successful.

Bob needs to set aside time for leadership work. It is not that 
he does not do any leadership work at all. When we looked at his 
calendar, we found that most check-in sessions with direct reports, 
performance reviews, and budget follow-ups were booked outside 
normal working hours. All the leadership work seems to come on 
top of the job instead of being the job. Bob knows that he is sup-
posed to conduct quarterly structured performance reviews with 
each of his direct reports, so he might as well put them in the 
calendar 12 months ahead. Same with budget input. He knows it 
will take place in September. He might as well enter these events 
in his calendar early as a reminder.

Maria needs to spend time with all functions to get to know 
how they truly add value to the business and how each interacts 
with the other functions. She has to replace herself as sales 
manager with someone she trusts to run the function and let 
them do so. Unfortunately, what we often find is that newly 
appointed business leaders spend way too much time with the 
function they came from. This is the function that makes them 
feel comfortable and that they have enjoyed for many years. 
Initially they know much more about the function than their 
successor and hence they feel they create more value meeting 
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with that function versus meeting with other functions. Business 
leaders will eventually run into significant challenges if they do 
not dedicate time to all functions. They can’t build an effective 
business strategy until they understand how the functions create 
competitive advantage.

Skills

It is evident that each new leadership role requires new skills. 
Developing leaders’ skills is usually the easiest of the three transi-
tion elements. It cannot be neglected just because it is evident.

In Bob’s case, he needs to stop relying on his technical skills 
and learn to plan the work that needs to be done, select good 
people to do it, set objectives, hold people accountable for results, 
and offer feedback. This first turn is where he’ll acquire people 
leadership and team leadership skills—skills that will be essential 
for him if he pursues future passages.

Maria clearly runs short of some key business leader skills: 
functional integration, execution, and creating a business system/
rhythm. Even though skills development is the easiest part of the 
transition, the skills needed at the function leader and business 
leader levels are not for everyone. As we previously suggested, 
Maria did not fully transition into the function leader role before 
becoming a business leader. It is too tough for most people in busi-
ness leader roles to catch up on skills missing from previous roles 
while acquiring the new skills. This is unfortunately the reason we 
see many business leaders fail over time.

Interdependency

It is important to recognize that work values, time application, and 
skills are interdependent. You cannot master a transition by adjust-
ing one and not the others. For instance, work values guide how 
you spend your time, because most people will tend to do first the 
things that are most important to them. Skills also guide how 
people spend their time. If you are good at stakeholder management, 
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you tend to embrace that part of your job. People like doing what 
they are good at especially if they have previously earned recogni-
tion. Accordingly, a key to successful transitions lies in the dedica-
tion to become good at what is now required. This will support the 
shifting of work values. Leaders will start to appreciate what they 
need to do and find it easier to spend time doing it.

New Ways of Looking at Careers

As you become familiar with each leadership passage, you’ll find 
yourself thinking about careers, development, promotions, and 
performance from a fresh perspective. What is more significant, 
this new perspective will provide you with the insights necessary 
to keep your leadership pipeline filled and flowing. Not only will 
it help you structure the right process to get the right leader in the 
right job on all levels, it will also enable you to ensure that they’re 
working at the right levels and delivering appropriate value.

However, when you look at Figure 1.1 it is important to keep 
in mind that it is not a visualization of how to plan a career. Very 
few leaders enter the function and business leader roles; most 
leaders remain in leading-others roles. There are many ways of 
making a career—it’s not just about moving to a bigger leadership 
role. It can be equally and for many people much more rewarding 
to stay in one type of leadership role and then make lateral career 
moves into other functions or geographies. Some leaders also skip 
leadership levels—even though it is not recommended. You may 
experience a leader-of-leaders who wasn’t previously in a leader-
of-others role. If they then move to a leader-of-others role, they 
still need to go through a transition. Likewise, you also see leaders-
of-others or leaders-of-leaders moving into key specialist roles 
rather than continuously pursuing new leadership roles. A career 
these days can be a coat of many colors; having a good definition 
of requirements and accountability makes for a better discus-
sion and plan.
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If you keep the metaphor of a pipeline in mind, you can see 
how things might become clogged at the turns. Imagine a company 
where more than half the managers at each turn are operating with 
work values, time application, and skills that are not appropriate 
to their level; either they’ve skipped a level and never learned 
what  they need to know or they’re clinging to an old mode of 
leading that was successful for them in the past. In some compa-
nies, at least 50% of the people in leadership positions (usually at 
lower layers) are operating far below their assigned layer. They may 
have the potential to perform the job to be done, but that potential 
is going unfulfilled. In short, they’re clogging up the system. Career 
planning for any organization can focus on proper placement.

Promoting people is a business decision. It is like any other 
investment decision. Applied the right way, the Leadership 
Portraits provide you with the facts you might require in any 
other  business decision. It significantly increases the level of 
certainty in promotions.

As you reflect on the Leadership Portrait concept you will realize 
why operating with leadership competence models as the backbone 
of leadership assessment, leadership development, and succession 
planning is doomed to fail. Leadership competencies are input, but 
it is just one input out of three important ones. Also, the output part 
in terms of the job to be done is missing. Competency models have 
their merits, but not as a backbone system or an overall leadership 
framework.

The portraits play a key role in the development of leaders. 
Let’s say you’re asking yourself questions such as, “What is inhibit-
ing this leader’s performance?” “How can I help the leader perform 
even better?” Or, “Why has this leader not created development 
plans for their direct reports?” Most often the answer is that the 
leader lacks the right work values, has ineffective time manage-
ment, or lacks skills. Accordingly, you need to design leadership 
development based on the entire transition triad and not just 
the skills.
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When assessing whether a leader-of-others has potential to 
move into a leader-of-leaders role, determine if the leader in ques-
tion has fully transitioned into their leading-others role. If they 
have, then you can compare the leading-of-others portrait with 
the leading-leaders portrait and ask yourself, “Has this leader-of-
others demonstrated anything on the job that indicates they are 
ready to succeed as a leader-of-leaders?” “Have they demonstrated 
potential in relation to the required work values and skills?” In the 
absence of Leadership Portraits, you will most often find that dis-
cussions of leadership potential become very abstract.

Going Forward

No matter what type of organization you are in or your level of 
leadership responsibility, we trust you will find the information in 
the following chapters applicable in your environment. The 
Leadership Pipeline model is a very flexible model that organiza-
tions can adapt to their own situations and concerns. It’s also a 
model designed with changing leadership accountabilities in mind. 
The traditional notions of what a leader needs to be and the 
extensive use of competence models are no longer the answer to 
the fundamental questions related to succession planning, leader-
ship development, and performance management. The current 
business situation and other factors we have discussed previously 
are creating new requirements at all leadership levels and new 
types of leadership roles. We will address the broad variation of 
new leadership roles in Part III of this book.

To use the leadership pipeline approach effectively, you need 
to challenge traditional notions of leadership. Though you 
cannot hold leaders accountable for leadership unless you have 
a clear definition of the job to be done, you cannot develop 
leaders effectively unless you have an accurate development 
target. And you cannot have a meaningful discussion about lead-
ership potential unless you base it on facts related to the relevant 
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passage. Once you start developing leaders with this new reality 
in mind it will be that much easier to be successful on the human 
side of the business. In the following chapters, we will describe 
some of the most common leadership passages that the majority 
of leaders will experience one way or another.

Finally, we would like to warn you away from a mechanical 
implementation of the Leadership Pipeline concept. Each organi-
zation has to capture their company culture, unique organization 
structure, and business model. At the same time, you need to stay 
agile and ready to adjust. In other words, avoid three-ring binders 
and the paper exercise mentality that comes with them.

Charan160976_c01.indd   44 12-12-2023   15:23:16


