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Leadership Development That Starts With the Business, Not 

the Curriculum 

Every organisation invests in leadership. Few do it because they want better leaders as an end in itself. They 

do it because they want stronger execution, better collaboration, faster decisions, and people who can hold 

their nerve when things get difficult. 

That means the real question is not whether an organisation develops its leaders. It's whether that investment 

actually changes how people think, decide, and act once they're back at their desks. 

After more than thirty-five years working with leaders, teams, and organisations across five continents, I've 

come to believe that leadership rarely fails because people lack knowledge. Today's leaders have more access 

to books, models, assessments, and online learning than any generation before them. They attend 

programmes, hear inspiring speakers, and leave with pages of notes and good intentions. 

Then they return to work, and the real challenges are still there. A difficult conversation has been postponed 

for months. A talented team is losing momentum. A manager is struggling to rebuild trust after a 

reorganisation. Different parts of the business are pulling in different directions despite sharing the same 

objectives. 

None of that gets solved by introducing another leadership model. It requires something else: the ability to 

make sense of complexity, under pressure, in a specific situation, with specific people. 

Judgement, Not Knowledge 

Over the years I've collected a great many frameworks, models, and practical tools. They've all proved useful. 

But experience has taught me that the value of a framework doesn't lie in knowing it. It lies in recognising 

when it actually illuminates what's in front of you. 

Leadership is less about finding the answer than about asking the right question, understanding what's really 

happening, and choosing an appropriate way forward. That insight has quietly changed the nature of my work 

over the years. Whether I'm speaking to an audience, working with an individual leader, facilitating a 

leadership team, or running a session with a group of managers, I now prefer to start with reality rather than 

theory. The most useful conversations always begin with the problem someone is actually facing, not the 

model I'd like to teach them. 

From there, my role isn't to hand over a ready-made answer. It's to help diagnose the situation, bring in 

whichever perspective genuinely fits the context, facilitate a real conversation, and help people land on 

actions they can actually take. 

Interestingly, participants rarely remember every model we covered. They remember the moment a difficult 

situation suddenly became clearer. They remember discovering that other people were wrestling with the 

same dilemma. They remember finding a way forward that made sense in their own context. That's where the 

learning actually happens — and it's why I no longer think leadership development is primarily about 

transferring knowledge. It's about developing judgement. Judgement grows when people get the chance to 



reflect, to challenge their own assumptions, to test ideas, and to look at real situations through more than one 

lens. Frameworks have their place, but they're instruments, not the destination. 

Strengths and Derailment Come From the Same Place 

This is also the thinking behind my book, The Seven Dysfunctions of Leaders. It's not a catalogue of flaws to 

fix. It's built around a paradox I keep seeing in practice: the same qualities that make someone a strong leader 

— decisiveness, drive, self-belief, the ability to hold a room — are very often the seeds of what eventually 

derails them, if left unexamined. Success doesn't neutralise that risk. It tends to hide it, because the behaviour 

is still being rewarded. 

The book doesn't offer simple recipes for that reason. It invites leaders to observe themselves, ask harder 

questions, and reflect more honestly on the choices they're making — while the results are still good, not after 

something has gone wrong. 

Why This Has to Start With the Business 

None of this works as an abstract philosophy. If leadership development is meant to improve how an 

organisation actually performs, it can't be disconnected from the business challenges people are facing that 

quarter. Organisations increasingly can't afford programmes that inspire people for two days and leave 

Monday morning unchanged. 

So I no longer start with a competency model and look for where to apply it. I start with what the business 

needs. If the business needs to move faster on decisions, the conversations are about decision-making. If it 

needs better collaboration across functions, that's where the learning begins. If execution is the problem, that's 

the starting point. The frameworks, the book, the models — they come afterward, in service of what the 

organisation is actually trying to solve, not the other way around. 

One Philosophy, Several Formats 

The format changes depending on what's needed. Sometimes it's a keynote that gets a room to look differently 

at leadership. Sometimes it's a one-to-one conversation with a leader working through something specific. 

Sometimes it's a leadership team or a learning group working through a live organisational challenge together. 

The intention behind all of them is the same: create the conditions where people can think more clearly, learn 

from each other, connect ideas to what they're actually facing, and leave with something realistic and 

meaningful to act on. 

In an environment where information is abundant, judgement is what's scarce — and increasingly, what's 

valuable. I don't think my job is to hand leaders more answers. It's to help build the conversations in which 

better answers emerge, and the judgement to keep finding them long after I've left the room. 
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