
Leadership Development: 

A Strategic Imperative 
for Future Ready 
Organizations
A detailed look at how effective leadership development 
drives measurable impact and lasting organizational 
change.
by Jack Zenger

Executive Summary
Leadership development is often seen as a long-term investment with elusive outcomes. But Zenger 
Folkman’s extensive research proves otherwise: when done right, leadership development yields 
measurable, predictable results—and it transforms not just individuals, but entire organizations. This 
leadership study outlines the evidence-based principles that drive successful leadership development 
initiatives, provides compelling case studies, and offers a clear roadmap for organizations seeking to 
prepare their leaders—and their cultures—for the future.
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Introduction

For years, many executives 
viewed leadership development 
as an act of faith, with impacts 
too intangible or long-term to 
measure. One Chief Learning 
Officer famously quipped that 
“no one will know for 25 years 
whether what we’re doing is 
making any difference.” Such 
skepticism, while understandable 
in the past, is outdated. 
Contemporary research and 
practice have shown that 
leadership development produces 
observable improvements on 
much shorter timescales—often 
within a few years—and that 
these improvements are strongly 
linked to superior organizational 
outcomes.

The Importance of 
Leadership Development in 
Organizations

Beyond internal metrics, 
leadership development can 
confer a competitive advantage in 
the marketplace. A 2022 Harvard 
Business Review study reported 
that 35% of companies with highly 
effective leadership development 
programs saw increased revenue 
as a direct result of those efforts. 
This aligns with the broader idea 
that investing in people (especially 

leaders) is a “profit multiplier.” 

Zenger Folkman’s research 
brings hard data and a 
longitudinal perspective to this 
important issue. We found high 
correlations between improved 
leadership behavior and business 
outcomes like higher employee 
engagement, elevated retention, 
greater innovation, and increased 
customer satisfaction. Improving 
leadership effectiveness creates 
a ripple effect that benefits 
employees and customers 
alike. Leadership development, 
therefore, is not just about 
individual growth; it is about 
building a stronger, more vibrant 
organizational culture. 

Case Studies: Long-Term 
Impact of Leadership 
Development

A strong proof of the value of 
leadership development comes 
from longitudinal case studies – 
real organizations that invested 
in developing their leaders and 
tracked the results over many 
years. We will examine three 
examples (an insurance firm, a 
university, and an IT division of a 
company), highlighting how their 
leadership development initiatives 
evolved and the measurable 
impact they achieved. These case 

studies not only demonstrate that 
leadership development works 
but also reveal how it works over 
time, providing insights into best 
practices.

Case Study 1:  Insurance 
Firm (7,000 Employees)

Background: A large insurance 
company with approximately 
7,000 employees launched an 

When clear 
goals and 
proven 
methods are 
sustained 
over time, 
leadership 
development 
becomes 
a powerful 
engine for 
culture 
change
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inclusive leadership development 
initiative targeting mid-level and 
senior managers. Each year, 
about 100 managers participated, 
extending development broadly 
rather than limiting it to an elite 
few. Participants completed a 
360-degree feedback assessment 
and developed personalized 
action plans to improve daily 
leadership behaviors.

Evolution: Over nine years, 
leadership effectiveness was 
evaluated in three-year periods 
using aggregated 360-degree 
feedback scores. Initially, 
participants entered with average 
overall leadership effectiveness 
scores at the 56th percentile. This 
increased to the 62nd percentile 
in the second three-year period 
and the 70th percentile by 
the final three-year period. 
These statistically significant 
improvements demonstrated a 

clear rise in overall leadership 
quality.

Impact: The company’s 
leadership attributed the 
substantial improvement in 
leadership effectiveness primarily 
to the cumulative impact of the 
leadership development program. 
With no other major organizational 
changes happening at the time, 
early cohorts positively influenced 
their peers and teams, creating 
a contagious ripple effect across 
the firm. As a result, subsequent 
participants entered the program 

already exposed to better 
leadership practices, raising their 
initial effectiveness. Over time, 
internal metrics revealed higher 
employee engagement, reduced 
turnover, and stronger leadership 
depth.

Case Study 2:  Ivy League 
University 

Background: The second case 
study involves a prestigious 
Ivy League university that 
initiated a long-term leadership 
development program targeting 
department chairs, directors, and 
administrators. Like the previous 
case, it utilized 360-degree 
feedback, individual development 
planning, and coaching. Data 
was collected over 16 years and 
grouped into four-year periods for 
analysis.

Evolution: Initially, incoming 
leaders’ overall leadership 
effectiveness scores were at 

Fig. 1 – Case Study #1: Insurance Firm

Fig. 2 – Case Study #2: Ivy League University
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the 57th percentile. Leaders in 
subsequent four-year periods 
began at increasingly higher 
percentiles: 60th, 64th, and 
eventually 73rd in the final group.

Impact: Alongside quantitative 
gains, qualitative improvements 
emerged. Departments led by 
later cohorts reported enhanced 
faculty engagement and smoother 
change management. A culture 
of continuous improvement 
developed, with senior 
administrators openly discussing 
leadership practices, coaching 
junior managers, and holding 
peers accountable. The cascading 
effect was clear, demonstrating 
substantial long-term benefits.

Case Study 3: IT Division 
of Company (3,000 
Employees) 

Background: This case involves 
an IT organization of roughly 
3,000 employees, recognizing 
unique leadership challenges 
due to highly technical roles. 
The company implemented a 
leadership development initiative, 
including 360-degree feedback, 
individual development planning, 
and later business simulations, 
lasting 17 years.

Evolution: Initially, IT leaders 
scored lower in effectiveness 
compared to the previous cases. 
Over 17 years, effectiveness 
increased by 27 percentile 
points, marking the most 
significant improvement among 
the cases studied. While annual 
improvement rates matched 
other cases, the longer duration 
compounded gains substantially.

Impact: The long-term 
commitment transformed the 
organization’s leadership style 
from predominantly technical 
to increasingly people-centric. 
Managers improved substantially 
in communication, mentorship, 
and collaboration, positively 
influencing project outcomes and 
employee satisfaction. Effective 
leadership behaviors spread 
throughout the organization, 
influencing peers and senior 
managers alike. 

Five Key Components of 
Successful Leadership 
Development

While each organization’s journey 
is unique, five key components 
contributed to these lasting 
improvements in leadership. 
When these components are in 

Fig. 3 – Case Study #3: IT Division of Company
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place, leadership development 
tends to be far more effective and 
yields measurable results.

1. Define Clear Goals. Every 
successful leadership 
development program 
starts with clear, strategic 
goals aligned with your 
organization’s talent needs. 
Avoid the common pitfall of 
pursuing too many objectives 
simultaneously, such as trying 
to groom a small elite while 
broadly enhancing leadership 
culture without clear priorities. 
Decide what “success” 
looks like—is it building a 
pipeline of future executives 
or elevating leadership quality 
across all levels? Our research 
strongly supports the broader 
approach, recommending 
specific, ambitious goals 
like raising all leaders’ 
effectiveness to be at the 70th 
percentile within five years. 
Clear goals focus the program 
and provide measurable 
benchmarks for success. 

2. Use Proven Methods to 
Change Behavior. The 
best results come from 
methods proven to change 
behaviors, not just imparting 
knowledge. Key methods 
include 360-degree feedback, 

experiential learning through 
simulations and action-
learning projects, structured 
rotational assignments, and 
coaching and mentoring 
programs. These techniques 
actively engage leaders, 
encouraging reflection, 
practice, and feedback. 

3. Engage a Critical Mass 
of Leaders. Significant 
organizational change requires 
involving more than just 
a handful of leaders. Our 
research underscores the 
importance of engaging a 
substantial portion of your 
leadership population, ideally 
one-third or more. Involving a 
large percentage of managers 
over time improved leadership 
behaviors at all levels. 
Ultimately, it shifted the entire 
organizational culture. Broad 
involvement creates a rippling 
effect that extends a positive 
influence across all leadership 
ranks. Small initiatives do not 
create a widespread impact.

4. Long-term, Sustained 
Initiatives. Lasting 
improvements come from 
sustained, multi-year 
commitments. Our case 
studies demonstrate that 
longer-term programs 

consistently yield greater 
improvements in leadership 
capabilities. Changing 
ingrained behaviors requires 
ongoing reinforcement, 
practice, and continuous 
learning. By embedding 
development into the fabric 
of your organizational culture 
and processes, you ensure 
that leadership excellence 
becomes a permanent priority 
rather than a passing fad.

5. Measure and Monitor 
Progress. Rigorous 
measurement is essential to 
demonstrate and ensure the 
effectiveness of leadership 
development initiatives. 
Use tools like follow-up 
360-degree assessments, 
employee engagement 
surveys, retention rates, 
internal promotion rates, 
and measurable business 
outcomes (e.g., sales, 
productivity, and customer 
satisfaction scores). 
Demonstrating measurable 
results helps secure ongoing 
support from stakeholders, 
proving the value and 
return on the investment in 
leadership development.

For HR and OD professionals 
designing leadership development 
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programs, this checklist can serve 
as a guide to ensure no critical 
element is overlooked. 

Preparing for the Future: 
Leadership Development 
as a Strategic Priority

The future of work demands 
adaptable, innovative, and 
emotionally intelligent leaders 
capable of guiding diverse, 
distributed teams. Leadership 
development is not just about 
fixing today’s gaps—it’s about 
future-proofing the organization. 

Embed Five Key Components 
into Long-Term Strategy:  
Integrate these five critical 
elements—clear goals, proven 
methods, broad involvement, 
sustained effort, and 
measurement—as the foundation 
of a future-ready strategy:

 – Set future-oriented 
goals (Develop digital-
ready leaders or build an 
innovation-driven culture).

 – Employ innovative, 
evidence-based learning 
methods (digital platforms or  
future scenario simulations).

 – Engage emerging leaders 
deeper in the talent pipeline, 
beyond just current 
managers.

 – Plan leadership 
development as a 
continuous, ongoing 
journey.

 – Track metrics aligned with 
future success (e.g., leader 
readiness for advanced 
roles).

Build a Broad Leadership 
Bench:  
Research underscores the 
importance of developing many 
capable leaders, not just a few 
stars. Unpredictable challenges, 
like the COVID-19 pandemic, 
highlight the value of distributed 
leadership. Managers at all levels 
should be ready to step up and 
lead. A broad leadership bench 
provides essential succession 
depth. HR should democratize 
leadership development through 
tiered, inclusive programs that 
enable high-potential employees 
to start developing early.

Align Development with Future 
Strategies and Competencies: 
Anticipate the competencies 
leaders will need—such as digital 
acumen, virtual leadership, 
cross-cultural intelligence, and 
managing rapid change—and 
align leadership programs 
accordingly. If innovation drives 
your strategy, include modules 
on creative thinking and change 

leadership. If expanding into new 
markets is key, emphasize cultural 
agility and inclusive leadership. 
Aligning leadership development 
with future strategies ensures 
leaders can effectively execute 
organizational plans.

Secure Executive Commitment 
and Role Modeling:  
Executive buy-in is crucial. 
Top leaders must champion 

When clear 
goals and 
proven 
methods are 
sustained 
over time, 
leadership 
development 
becomes 
a powerful 
engine for 
culture 
change.
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About Us 
Zenger Folkman relentlessly seeks to rise above the inconsistent and 
sometimes misleading, nature of popular leadership philosophies and 
beliefs brought on by opinion. The discipline of leadership and those 

who pursue it deserve better. Our most valuable asset is the expertise 
of combining hard data and statistical analysis with logical explanations 

and actionable applications that help individual leaders thrive and 
organizations succeed.

www.zengerfolkman.com

leadership development 
actively—participating as 
mentors, teachers, or learners 
themselves. When executives 
visibly prioritize development, it 
creates a ripple effect throughout 
the organization. This ensures 
leadership development remains 
a core priority, resilient against 
budget cuts or leadership 
transitions, embedding it firmly 
within the organization’s strategic 
agenda.

Conclusion
Leadership development stands 
out as one of the most impactful 
investments an organization 
can make in securing its 
future. The case studies of 
the insurance firm, university, 

and IT company illustrate a 
clear pattern: with sustained 
effort and broad participation, 
leadership effectiveness improved 
dramatically over time, and 
those improvements coincided 
with healthier organizational 
cultures and better results. 
These examples put to rest any 
lingering doubt that leadership 
development is too abstract to 
measure or too slow to matter. On 
the contrary, measurable progress 
appeared within a few years and 
compounded over a decade into 
transformative change.

In conclusion, leadership 
development is both an art and 
a science. The science (data, 
best practices, frameworks, etc.) 

guides us on where to focus 
and what to do; the art (insight, 
culture-building, inspiration, etc.) 
comes in how we implement 
these programs and engage 
human beings in the process 
of change. Zenger Folkman’s 
research and the supporting 
studies give us confidence that 
by marrying the art and science 
effectively, we can cultivate 
leaders who drive positive 
contagion, steer organizations 
through uncertainty, and create 
a prosperous future. As the 
saying goes, the best way to 
predict the future is to create 
it—by developing the leaders 
who will create the future of our 
organizations.
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