
 

 
Leadership has been defined as getting results 
through other people.  The research program 
described in this paper set out to determine if 
this definition is true, and if so, to define the 
specific behaviors that influence the level of 
results obtained though practicing leadership.  
We found that those perceived to be superior 

leaders achieve superior results through 
creating an achievement focused, relationship 

based environment.  
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The Answers at the End of the Road 

Every year organizations spend considerable money training their leaders without really knowing 

which competencies are critical to high performance.  This paper describes a long term research 

project that attempted answer three questions:  

1. What competencies drive superior leadership? 

2. How do superior leaders influence the performance of their work units? 

3. How can an organization improve its leadership bench strength?   

This article provides answers to these questions and they have a significant bearing on how 

organizations should select and develop leaders.  These answers were found in what has been 

called “linkage research” and to understand the process of linkage research, it helps to start at 

the end of the road with the answers then look at which questions produced the answers which 

led to these results. 

Linkage research taught the authors that there are just a handful of critical behaviors that 

characterize what superior leaders which differentiate them from their less effective peers.  These 

behaviors have been highlighted in numerous studies, including the studies the authors 

conducted over a twenty year period. This research consistently found that superior leaders are, 

in fact, superior because they excel at six things: 

1. Providing meaning 

2. Building efficacy in employees and the work unit as a whole 

3. Setting clear performance goals and standards of excellence 

4. Providing frequent and fair feedback relative to the goals and standards 

5. Helping employees learn from their mistakes 

6. Holding themselves and others accountable for their results.   

This research also shows the work units of highly competent leaders consistently outperformed 

the work units of average leaders and often by a considerable margin.  Finally this research 

shows that it is easier and more cost effective to select leaders who have the prerequisite 

competencies than to try and develop these competencies.  This is because the prerequisite 

competencies are deep seated are embedded in early experiences and are not easily learned 

through traditional training techniques.  Let’s look now at the process by which these answers 

were discovered. 

Process of Discovery 
When this research project was begun, the authors had an entirely different view of what 

constituted effective leaders and how the organization should go about developing them.  Like 

most research studies of this kind, the first step was the development of a leadership model 

consisting of behaviors thought to be associated with superior leadership.  The outcome of this 

step was a definition of superior leadership that included 94 distinct behavioral indicators of 
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competence.  Leaders were subsequently trained to exhibit these competencies and then held 

accountable for achieving superior ratings on them from supervisors, peers, and direct reports.   

However, something very interesting and oddly unsettling was found - there was very little 

correlation between ratings on this large set of behavioral indicators and any measure of work 

unit performance.  What then was the point of assessing leaders and using the results to train 

them?  This led to the second step of the research which sought to discover if there was in fact a 

set of leadership behaviors related to work unit performance.  

To determine whether there were a vital few leadership behaviors that were related to work unit 

performance, a large group of leaders participated in the typical 360 evaluation process.  What 

was different was that independent measures of leadership competence were also gathered for 

each participating leader.  These latter measures were the “outcomes” in this study and the 

behaviors were the “predictors.”  This step showed that just a small subset of behaviors (e.g., 

providing meaning, building efficacy, setting clear performance goals and standards, providing 

frequent and fair feedback, etc.) were involved in the relationship between direct report ratings of 

leadership competence and independent indicators of leadership effectiveness.  This study 

suggested that leadership effectiveness was determined by only a handful of behaviors.   

A third set of studies sought to determine the effect of these leadership competencies on 

employee attitudes. In this set of studies measures of employee satisfaction and commitment and 

level of motivated effort were used as the outcomes and leadership competence and employee 

attitudes were used as predictors.  Again, we found that leaders who were judged superior on this 

set of behaviors (listed above) led to employees who were more satisfied and committed to their 

work than employees of leaders judged to be average on this set of competencies.  In effect the 

former group of employees reported feelings of high self-efficacy, a term borrowed from social 

cognitive psychology defined as “believing that one can influence the outcomes in one’s life.”  In a 

real sense groups whose leaders were of superior competence experienced feelings of collective 

or group efficacy.  

This was a promising finding; however, the CEO of the organizational sponsor of the study 

wanted to know whether there was also a relationship between leadership competence) as 

measured by our behavioral indicators) and the financial results of the work unit.  This led to step 

four of the research process.  For each work unit in the company a set of ‘balanced performance 

“metrics” were defined (e.g., customer satisfaction, productivity, safety, etc.).  These performance 

metrics were subsequently used as outcome measures to determine whether there was, in fact, a 

relationship between leadership competence, employee attitudes, and work unit performance.  

These results were very clear and very interesting – a small set of behaviors, when exhibited with 

superior competence (as judged by subordinates) were clearly linked to high levels of self and 

collective efficacy which in turn were linked to superior work unit performance.   
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As the understanding of the link between perceptions of leader’s competence, employee 

attitudes, and work unit performance improved, the logical next step (Step 5) was to apply 

consequences to leader behavior.  Prior to applying consequences, however, a new contract 

between leaders and performance management system of the organization was created.  This 

contract spelled out the “new” expectations regarding leadership practices and the consequences 

attached to success and/or failure.  A moratorium on applying consequences lasted 18 months, 

and the expectation was that during this time, the leadership of the organization would learn new 

and/or improve existing practices in order for them to be aligned with the new covenant.   

During the moratorium leadership competence and work unit performance was also tracked and 

an interesting fact emerged.  The teams of leaders who were judged superior on the vital few 

practices consistently outperformed the teams of leaders who were judged to be just average.  

Furthermore this difference grew over the 18 month moratorium period.  One implication was that 

some individuals cannot easily learn how to create a context of efficacy.  The likely reason for this 

is that the requisite competencies are deep-seated and not easily changed. 

The sixth and final step on the path to sustained high performance road concerned the issue of 

building winning leadership practices.  In terms of the research described in this paper the answer 

was to develop an integrated process that held leaders accountable for both financial, objective 

performance metrics and non-financial, cultural or contextual performance metrics and to select 

or deselect leaders based on their performance.  Over a 33 month period the company which 

began this period below average in terms of return on capital expenditures moved to second 

highest in their 15 member competitive industry set.  They were awarded a prestigious national 

award for the integrated accountability system they deployed.  Leadership selection, 

development, and rewards became key strategic priorities. 

A Map of Reality 

It is possible to summarize the research described above in terms of a very simple model.  In fact, 

a model to explain these cause-and-effect relationships has evolved from numerous independent 

research projects.  This model is illustrated in Exhibit 1.  The most important aspects of this 

model for creating “winning leadership practices” are: 

 There is a relationship between leadership decision-making, the leadership practices 

which evolve from these decisions, employee attitudes and behaviors, and work unit 

performance as reflected in traditional measures of productivity, e.g. customers’ 

satisfaction and loyalty, return on capital invested, etc. 

 A leadership value system which is easily observed by employees creates efficacy, and 

emphasizes quality and learning.  When the value system is observed employees work 

harder and more competently for the organization. 
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 Specific practices that derive from this value system and that enhance employee effort 

and productivity include providing employees with the resources, information, learning 

opportunities, feedback, empowerment, and involvement in those decisions that affect 

their work. 

 Factors that drive employee loyalty and effort are positively linked to customer 

satisfaction and loyalty, revenues, market share, and profits.  

 It does not appear possible to obtain sustained continuous improvement in an 

organization’s overall financial and market performance by focusing directly on reducing 

costs, reorganizing, improving operations, and so on without first improving leadership 

practices.  

 Leaders who do not intrinsically value these characteristics will not be able to create 

them; however, when leaders exhibit these characteristics at superior levels, their work 

units will outperform those of leaders whose leaders do not. 

Exhibit 1 – Winning Leadership Practices 

• Clear Values & Vision

• Effective Strategy

• Goals and metrics

• Deployment

Executive Decisions

• Voluntary effort

• Commitment

• Job match

• Effectiveness

Employee Outcomes• ROCI

• Market share

• Increased profit

• Increased stock value

Business Results

Unity

Internal 
Relationship

Outcomes

Job 
DesignTim

e

Clim
at

eCulture

Alignment

• Engagement

• Expectation clarity

• Role clarity

• Information clarity

Leadership Practices

• Satisfaction

• Loyalty

• Attraction

• Referrals

Customer Outcomes

External 
Responsiveness

 

Road Less Traveled 
Building a leadership development system that consistently generates the right leaders at the 

right time should be a number one priority for every board of directors and CEO. Through 

development of such a system sustainable performance and competitive advantage can be 

gained.  This task should be approached with the same vigor and discipline as is so often found 
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in researching the determinants of customer loyalty.  By doing so, you can exceed your own 

performance expectations.  This process should not be viewed with the random and fickle 

attention so often observed but with the utmost respect and careful study. The root of the solution 

is therefore to base decisions on a carefully executed series of linkage studies.  In the research 

described above, the following series of logical steps were taken: 

Step 1 – A model of leadership practice and work unit performance was developed.  

Step 2 – Data were collected that related to the assertions made by the model. 

Step 3 – The model was validated using statistical tools such as regression analysis and 

structural equation modeling and was then refined.  

Step 4 – The relationship between the model and performance metrics was tracked over 

time. 

Step 5 – An integrated accountability process was designed and deployed that enabled 

the organization to deliver sustained performance improvement using both financial and 

non-financial metrics on which to base its actions relative to incentive payments, 

promotions, etc. 

The message is clear: effective leaders create the winning performance that attracts and retains 

loyal customers and ultimately leads to success.  
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Notes for Philosophers #1 – What is a Competence?  

To improve leadership, it is necessary to define leadership.  An acceptable starting point in efforts 

to improve leadership practice is to define it as the overall competence of a manager/supervisor 

at achieving superior performance through others.  Winning leaders are those who achieve 

superior results through others.   

What then is a competence? David McClelland, a pioneer in this area defined a competency as 

an underlying characteristic of an individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced 

superior performance in a given job or situation. The italicized terms give specific meaning to this 

definition. Three are especially important. The concept of underlying indicates that a competency 

is an enduring part of personality that is related to behavior in a wide variety of situations and 

tasks.  The concept of causally related means that the competency causes or precedes both 

behavior and performance as indicated by some criterion, such as achieving sustained growth 

over a five year period, superior work group performance over a three year period, organizing 

multiple entities to attain a specific vision, and so on.  

Not all competencies are equal with respect to determining behavior. Exhibit 2 shows three levels 

of competencies: skills and knowledge competencies, self-concept concept competencies, and 

motive and trait competencies.  The research summarized in this paper clearly showed that the 

actions of superior leaders are based on deep seated motives or core values (things a person 

consistently wants and thinks about) and traits (characteristic and typical responses to situations 

or information).  Relative to impact on performance, these trait and motive competencies remain 

hidden and are not easily developed through training.  Their contribution to performance is large. 

Self-concept competencies lie somewhere in the middle and can be changed, albeit, with great 

difficulty.  The knowledge and skill competencies are readily visible, can be ‘easily’ developed 

through training; but their contribution to superior performance is minor.  That is why, in the long 

run, it is more cost effective to select good leaders and then develop them rather than hire 

average leaders and expect development to make them superior.    
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Exhibit 2 - Levels of Competencies 

Motive and Trait

Competencies

Self-Concept

Competencies

Skills &

Knowledge

Observable

Inferred

Threshold 
competencies

Differentiating 
competencies
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Notes for Philosophers #2 – The Integrated Accountability System 

To sustain winning leadership practices not only is it necessary to define what leadership is, it is 

also necessary to hold leaders accountable for both financial and non-financial performance 

goals and metrics, such as in a “balanced” scorecard. 
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Some Readings for the Motivated Practitioner 

Ittner, C. C. and Larker, D. F. Coming Up Short on Non-financial Performance Measures. Harvard 

Business Review, November, 2003,  

Kim, W. C and Mauborgne, R. Fair Process: Managing in the Knowledge Economy. Harvard 

Business Review, July-August, 1997, Reprint 97405. This article provides the framework 

for the construct of fairness to have emerged from our work. 

Mink, O., Mink, B., Downes, B. and Owen, K. Open Organizations: A Model for Renewal and 

Intelligent Change. San Francisco, CA., Josey, Bass, 1994. These authors use in-depth 

case studies to illustrates the validity of the concepts of unity, internal networks and 

relationship patterns, and external responsiveness and relationships. The text also 

provide diagnostic tools and examples. 

Wiley, J. Linking Survey Research to Customer Satisfaction and Business Performance. In A. 

Kraut, Organizational Surveys: Tools for Assessment and Change. San Francisco, CA. 

1996, pp. 1996. This book provides an overview of how survey research can be used as 

a valid tool for driving and monitoring organizational change and performance 

improvement. 


