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Thousands of companies spend millions on 
leadership development—only to get luke-
warm results. Why? They rely on leadership 
competency models that identify generic 
traits (vision, direction, energy). Then they 
try to find and build next-generation lead-
ers who fit the model. Result? Vanilla man-
agers and executives who aren’t equipped 
to manage their firm’s unique challenges.

There’s a better way, say Ulrich and Small-
wood. Build a leadership brand: a shared 
identity among your organization’s leaders 
that differentiates what they can do from 
what your rivals’ leaders can do.

To build your leadership brand, first articu-
late what you want your firm to be known 
for by your best customers. Then link those 
qualities to specific managerial traits and 
activities. For example, Wal-Mart wants to 
be known for its everyday low prices. So it 
strives to hire and develop managers who 
are frugal and unassuming and who can 
drive a hard bargain.

Brand your firm’s leadership and you deliver 
unique value for investors, customers, and 
employees—elevating market value and 
sharpening your competitive edge.

Ulrich and Smallwood recommend these 
practices for building your leadership brand:

 

NAIL LEADERSHIP FUNDAMENTALS

 

Though generic leadership competencies 
won’t differentiate your firm from others, 
they’re still important baseline skills for all 
leaders. Train your firm’s leaders to master 
these five fundamentals:

• Strategy: developing a point of view about 
the future and positioning the firm for con-
tinued success

• Execution: building organizational systems 
that deliver results and make change hap-
pen

• Talent management: motivating, engag-
ing, and communicating with employees

• Talent development: grooming employees 
for future leadership

• Personal proficiency: acting with integrity, 
exercising social and emotional intelli-
gence, making bold decisions, and engen-
dering trust

 

CONNECT EXECUTIVES’ ABILITIES TO YOUR 
DESIRED REPUTATION

Decide what you want your firm to be known 
for, then link those brand attributes with spe-
cific leadership skills and behavior. For exam-
ple, pharmaceutical company Teva’s brand 
qualities included integrity, which managers 
embodied by ensuring employees delivered 
products on time.

 

ASSESS LEADERS AGAINST YOUR 
LEADERSHIP BRAND

 

To ensure leaders are living up to your leader-
ship brand, regularly assess their actions and 
accomplishments from an external point of 
view. Invite key customers, investors, and 
community leaders to periodically evaluate 
your leaders through surveys, interviews, and 
focus groups.

LET CUSTOMERS AND INVESTORS TEACH

Incorporate external expectations into your 
leadership-development efforts by:

• Giving customers a voice in training-
program design

• Making sure customer expectations inform 
every aspect of leadership courses

• Using customers and investors to observe 
training sessions and to offer feedback 
about the content’s relevancy or act as 
expert faculty for certain training programs 

• Giving managers assignments that demand 
a customer “lens”

Example:

 

Procter & Gamble helps its leaders gain a 
consumer and P&L perspective early. In-
stead of assigning new hires to positions in 
individual departments such as finance, 
marketing, or HR, it places them with cross-
unit “brand teams” who are responsible for 
meeting customer expectations.

 

TRACK THE LONG-TERM SUCCESS OF YOUR 
LEADERSHIP BRAND

 

A strong leadership brand translates into su-
perior financial performance. Evaluate the 
success of your leadership brand by consider-
ing how much confidence investors have 
in your future earnings (as expressed by 
your company’s price/earnings ratio) and 
how much customers value your brand (as 
expressed by market share).
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You want your leaders to be the kind of people who embody the 

promises your company makes to its customers. To build this 

capability, follow these five principles.

 

Quick: What do the following firms have
in common?

General Electric, whose motto is “imagina-
tion at work,” is a diversified company with
$163 billion in annual revenue. It is famous for
developing leaders who are dedicated to turn-
ing imaginative ideas into leading products
and services. A GE manager can be trusted to
be a strong conceptualist as well as a decisive
thinker; an inclusive, competent team leader;
and a confident expert in his field.

Johnson & Johnson, whose credo begins,
“We believe our first responsibility is to the
doctors, nurses and patients, to mothers and
fathers and all others who use our products
and services,” earned $53 billion in revenue last
year. It is celebrated for developing leaders
who provide scientifically sound, high-quality
products and services that help heal and
cure disease and improve the quality of life. A
J&J manager is known for being socially re-
sponsible and a stickler for product develop-
ment and differentiation. She takes a product
to market in a disciplined way; she is commit-

ted to building consumer trust, to product
quality, and to safety.

“Good help to those in need” is the mission
of Bon Secours Health System, a nonprofit
health care firm based in Marriottsville, Mary-
land, that operates a variety of hospitals and
nursing care facilities. Consistent with its pur-
pose as a Catholic health care ministry, the
19,000-person organization develops leaders
who put a premium on “reflective integration.”
That means Bon Secours expects its managers
to do more than just run health care units.
They must also balance the business of health
care with compassion and caring.

Give up? One obvious connection among
these firms—and others such as PepsiCo, Gold-
man Sachs, Disney, Boeing, and Herman
Miller—is that they turn out strong leaders, in
some cases becoming “leader feeder” firms,
whose managers are well equipped to run
other organizations. But there’s a less obvious
answer as well: These companies go beyond
standard-issue leader training, doing some-
thing they themselves aren’t even necessarily
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aware of. Instead of merely strengthening the
abilities of individual leaders, these companies
focus on building a more general leadership
capability. Specifically, they build what we call
leadership brand.

Leadership brand is a reputation for develop-
ing exceptional managers with a distinct set of
talents that are uniquely geared to fulfill cus-
tomers’ and investors’ expectations. A company
with a leadership brand inspires faith that em-
ployees and managers will consistently make
good on the firm’s promises. A Nordstrom cus-
tomer knows that the retailer’s employees and
managers will give her white glove service. Par-
ents who take their kids to a Disney theme park
assume that ride operators and restaurant per-
sonnel will be upbeat, friendly, and gracious.
McKinsey clients understand that smart, well-
educated consultants will bring the latest man-
agement knowledge to bear on their problems.
A leadership brand is also embedded in the or-
ganization’s culture, through its policies and its
requirements for employees. For example, the
tagline of Lexus is “the pursuit of perfection.”
Internally, the Lexus division translates that
promise into the expectation that managers
will excel at managing quality processes, includ-
ing lean manufacturing and Six Sigma.

In observing 150 successful leader feeder
firms of various sizes over the past decade, we
have found that most of them have developed
a similar outside-in approach, which helps
them produce an excellent pipeline of leaders
generation after generation. They also tend to
enjoy remarkably steady profits year after
year, because they have secured the ongoing
confidence of external constituents whose ex-
pectations are comfortably filled by leaders
throughout the organization.

Building a strong leadership brand requires
that companies follow five principles. First,
they have to do the basics of leadership—like
setting strategy and grooming talent—well.
Second, they must ensure that managers inter-
nalize external constituents’ high expectations
of the firm. Third, they need to evaluate their
leaders according to those external perspec-
tives. Fourth, they must invest in broad-based
leadership development that helps managers
hone the skills needed to meet customer and
investor expectations. And finally, they should
track their success at building a leadership
brand over the long term. Before considering
these principles in more detail, however, let us

consider why relatively few companies are able
to establish leadership brands in the first place.

 

The Misguided Focus on Individuals

 

In recent years, thousands of companies have
spent millions on their own corporate univer-
sities; yet most have failed to develop true
leadership bench strength. That’s because, in
too many cases, the approach to leadership
training is detached from what the firm stands
for in the eyes of customers and investors.
Rather, training is the same from company to
company, regardless of whether the company
is a fast-food chain or an aerospace contractor:
A senior executive extols the importance of
leadership; outside experts talk about business
strategy, elicit 360-degree feedback, or take
personality inventories; everyone spends time
socializing and playing golf. Leadership prac-
tices are piecemeal and are seldom integrated
with the firm’s brand, let alone with the daily
operations of the organization.

At the root of this unfortunate problem is a
persistent focus on developing the individual
leader. HR and succession-planning teams tend
to concentrate on finding and developing the
ideal candidate, who they hope will raise corpo-
rate fortunes. In our experience, many firms
rely on a competency model that identifies a
set of generic traits—vision, direction, energy,
and so on—and then try to find and build next-
generation leaders that fit the model. Consider
what happened when we held a workshop for
nine companies that were all household names.
We asked the representatives from each organi-
zation to send us their leadership competency
models, which listed the “unique” characteris-
tics that they sought in their leaders (“has a
strong vision,” “fosters teamwork,” “demon-
strates emotional intelligence,” and the like).
We then deleted the names of the corporations
from each model. During the workshop, we
asked the representatives to pick out their own.
Few were able to do so; there was little differ-
ence among the models of a telecommunica-
tions company, a consumer products company,
a financial services company, and an aerospace
company. The conclusion was obvious: By fo-
cusing on the desirable traits of individual lead-
ers, the firms ended up creating generic mod-
els. And vanilla competency models generate
vanilla leadership.

Once it selects a candidate, a company will
try to train her to be more emotionally and
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