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The leadership development industry is worth more than $350 
billion, yet only 13% of organisations think this money is well 
spent. These sums may deliver exponentially more value if 
clients were to reflect on the task of leadership development 
through a systemic lens. In this paper we will review some of the 
latest research into leadership training and consider the results 
from a systemic perspective.  

What makes leadership development effective? 

A recent study by researchers in the US conducted a meta-analysis of 335 
leadership training evaluation studiesi. They measured program 
effectiveness with reference to Kirkpatrick’s four-factor training evaluation 
model: reactions, learning, transfer and results. Contrary to some reports, 
they found that leadership training programs often are effective, 
particularly programs focussed on skills. They found the following design 
features correlated with program effectiveness:  

1. Conducting a thorough needs analysis 
2. Running programs across multiple sessions over a period of time 
3. Running programs over a long period of time 
4. Providing participants with access to real-time feedback 
5. Holding programs onsite rather than offsite 
6. Face-to-face delivery, rather than virtual 
7. Involving both academic and practitioner perspective in evaluation 

They also found that: 

• Making programs voluntary enhances the likelihood insights will 
be transferred into the workplace, but limiting participation makes 
it less likely effects will be observed at the organisational level. 
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… there is very little 
research studying 

the impact of 
leadership 

development at the 

organisational 
level. 

• Online 360 assessments make no difference to the effectiveness of 
programs. 

The authors reported their results without offering an explicit overarching 
theoretical framework to explain their findings. 

Leadership development vs the development of leaders 

In a second paper, published earlier this year, the authors tracked the 
development of thinking in the leadership development spaceii. They found 
that of all the multitude of papers written about leadership development, 
most align with the writings of just a few key writers, including Bruce 
Avolio, David Day and Robert Lord. They suggest that there is room in the 
conversation for new frameworks and perspectives, in particular 
perspectives that look beyond outcomes at the individual level. Some 
studies have looked at team effectiveness, but there is very little research 
studying the impact of leadership development at the organisational level. 

What we do vs how we think 

Those responsible for the design and delivery of leadership programs might 
study the findings above, and just look to implement, but results may 
disappoint. With reference to the five ways of thinking about systems 
referred to in previous White Papers, this would be an example of first-
order thinking; the idea that if I pull lever X, Y is sure to happen. How then 
might we respond to these findings through a systemic lens? First, let us 
briefly remind ourselves of the five ways of thinking about systems. These 
five categories are explained in more detail in previous White Papers 
(https://www.ccorgs.com.au/thought-leadership). In summary: 

1. First order – linear thinking 
Organisations are considered to be real systems. A system can be 
broken down into its constituent parts, and the relationships between 
parts are relatively easy to discern. The leader seeks to manage the 
system and control events.  

2. First order – non-linear thinking 
Organisations are still considered to be real systems, but many causal 
relationships are understood to be non-linear and circular. The leader 
recognises the need to avoid jumping to conclusions and spends more 
time analysing the system before making decisions.   
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This leader recognises that 
politics is not a dirty word. 

Politics is a word that 
describes the challenge 

facing a leader seeking to 

navigate complexity. 

3. Second-order thinking 
Through a second-order lens, the system is seen to be complex and 
mysterious. The leader recognises the subjectivity of her own 
perceptions and takes every opportunity to collaborate with others, 
sharing perspectives in a collective endeavour to come up with joint 
hypotheses as to how the organisation-as-system might be operating.  

 

Five ways of thinking about systems 

4. Complexity thinking 
Complexity theories tell us to focus on local interaction as well as 
wider patterns of behaviour. Interactions at a local level play out 
unpredictably, and interactions between different sub-systems result 
in what we see happening at a macro level. The leader recognises 
that she is part of this activity. She recognises she cannot control 
events, but knows she can influence. She must seek to understand 
what is happening at the micro level and connect it to apparently 
random patterns of activity at the macro level. She gets around the 
organisation listening to people and sharing her perspectives without 
fear. 

5. Meta-systemic thinking 
This is the school of thought that says organisations are not systems 
at all. Organisations are not real and the boundaries we see between 
different systems and sub-systems are imaginary. Change emerges 
from interactions between people. People are self-aware, conscious 
and spontaneous and the system metaphor isn’t always useful. This is 
the meta-systemic approach that says all talk of systems is 
metaphorical. The leader is focussed on patterns of relationship and 
power in the organisation. This leader recognises that politics is 
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A program designed 
through a first order (non-

linear) lens is likely to 
feature a section on 

systems thinking, with an 

emphasis on exploring 
complex, non-linear, cause 

and effect.  

not a dirty word. Politics is a word that describes the challenge facing 
a leader seeking to navigate complexity. 

How might these five ways of thinking about systems show up in the way 
we design a leadership program? 

First order  
Through this lens leadership is about applying particular skills and 
competencies. The organisation needs to draw up a comprehensive list of 
leadership skills and then teach these skills to its leaders. The leader 
doesn’t need to worry about which skills to develop; this is decided by the 
organisation. The leader’s role is to turn up to the training session, learn 
the skills, and then go and apply them.  The program designer may 
conduct a needs analysis or else may believe that there exists a single set 
of leadership competencies applicable to everyone; in which case there is 
no need to conduct a needs analysis. The program is likely to be 
mandated, on the basis that these are skills required by all. The program 
probably does feature online 360 feedback, with the 360 questionnaire 
reflecting chosen leadership competencies. The program consists of one 
or two workshops, held onsite or offsite, because this is the most cost 
efficient way of delivering materials. The trend toward virtual delivery is 
tempting, again because it is cost efficient. 

A program designed through a first order (non-linear) lens is likely to 
feature a section on systems thinking, with an emphasis on exploring 
complex, non-linear, cause and effect. The program may feature coaching, 
coaches being asked to ensure participants come up with suitable goals 
and follow up on action plans. 

Second order  
Through this lens the world is complex and mysterious, and multiple 
perspectives are required to build up a composite picture of the way the 
organisation/system is operating. The program designer is more likely to 
conduct a needs analysis, drawing on different perspectives to 
understand what is required of a successful leader in the particular 
organisation.  The program is more likely to be held close to the 
workplace so that senior leaders in the organisation can visit and share 
their perspectives on leadership. The program designer will lean toward 
face-to-face delivery, because this better allows for an ongoing exchange 
of views. Online 360s likely feature as part of the program, using a tool 
that allows participants to understand how they are perceived by 
different stakeholder groups. 
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A program designed 
through a second order lens 

is likely to feature a section 
on systems thinking. The 

program may feature ‘rich 

picture’ work, or some 
others means by which to 

encourage the construction 

of collaborative 
perspectives on the system.  

The program may still be delivered in one big chunk, and leaders will be 
expected to go out and implement program content in their workplace. The 
program designer is open to input from an academic perspective, because all 
perspectives are useful.  

A program designed through a second order lens is likely to feature a section 
on systems thinking. The program may feature ‘rich picture’ work, or some 
others means by which to encourage the construction of collaborative 
perspectives on the system. The program may feature coaching, coaches 
being asked to encourage participants to engage with others and seek to 
understand their perspectives. 

Complexity thinking 
The world looks different through a complexity lens. A needs analysis is more 
likely to approach the organisation as a system with sub-systems and 
boundaries. The needs of the various sub-systems are explored, in terms of 
the way that people behave and interact with each other in those domains. 
The program designer recognises that the system is constantly evolving and 
changing, and that the system itself will continue to influence and shape the 
beliefs and behaviours of leaders. The approach to measurement is therefore, 
fundamentally different. The program designer conducts regular analyses of 
the organisation, to see how the environment continues to shape the 
organisation, and vice versa. She is curious to see how changed leadership 
behaviours impact in the broader system and how leaders respond to the 
response of the system.  

Sessions are run in short bursts, with half- and one- day sessions run over a 
period of time. Sessions include lots of time for discussion and meaning 
making, and time to reflect on efforts to do things differently. Virtual sessions 
may feature as part of the program, but face-to-face time is highly valued 
because of the possibilities provided for intimate exchange.  

Participants are encouraged to see their efforts to change as part of the fabric 
of the system as a whole, and to recognise where collective interventions may 
be required to shift the dynamics of that system. Participants are encouraged 
to seek out real-time feedback in the moment, and to build that feedback into 
their habitual way of doing things. Online 360 surveys may not be used, or 
else used as part of a strategy to open up ongoing channels of 
communication. Program participants are likely to be voluntary, but the 
leadership program will be part of a broader intervention that engages the 
views of everyone in working out what challenges leaders are facing at any 
given time.  

 

Meta-systemic thinking 
When we talk about team coaching we are straightaway assuming a boundary 
– the boundary between people in the team and people outside the team. 
The team is talked about as if it is something real. Some coaches encourage 
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A program designed 
through a complexity lens is 

likely to feature a section 
on systems thinking, with 

an emphasis on complexity 
theory and the significance 

of local interaction.  

A program designed through a complexity lens is likely to feature a section on 
systems thinking, with an emphasis on complexity theory and the significance 
of local interaction. Participants are encouraged to be both curious and bold. 
The program may feature coaching, coaches being asked to probe and 
challenge from a complexity perspective, recognising when participants may 
slip into old mindsets around command and control. Group coaching may be 
preferred over individual coaching, since it provides another opportunity for 
collective meaning making. 

Meta-systemic thinking 
Through this lens, the program designer likely operates to many of the same 
principles as before, but with less emphasis on systems per se. Participants 
will be invited to look at the world through a lens of social networks and 
power dynamics. If systems are talked about with reference to boundaries 
and sub-systems, it will be explained that these are just metaphors. 

The COVID paradox 

If we look at our experiences of COVID through this lens, then we can see a 
glaring paradox. Complexity and meta- perspectives encourage us to: 

1. Recognize that times such as these present the best opportunity for 
leaders to learn. It is at times like these when leaders are most challenged, 
and so monies we allocate to support leaders in their experimentation and 
reflection now, are likely to yield best dividends. 

2. Recognize the value of face-to-face interaction, in creating a space in 
which leaders are most likely to effectively make meaning together, at a 
time when face-to-face interaction is not possible. 

It is not the purpose of this paper to provide definitive solutions to such a 
paradox. If the practitioner is able to access these different ways of thinking, 
then solutions will naturally emerge.  However, through our experiences of 
working with clients over the past few months, and reading about what other 
organizations have been doing, we can see the emergence of solutions. For 
example, organizations that have: 

• Determined to continue developing their leaders through this period, 
recognizing the importance and value of supporting them through a time 
of unprecedented complexity.  

• Extracted the presentation of theory from collaborative virtual sessions, 
ensuring that together-time focusses on discussion and meaning-making. 
Theory and frameworks are presented before and in between sessions, in 
the form of readings, video clips, podcasts etc … 
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As the world becomes more 
complex, so we need to 

support leaders in 
becoming more aware of 

their ways of thinking, and 
of the existence of different 

ways of thinking. 

• Framed conversations around real-time challenges being faced by 
participants  

• Constructed programs with a blend of big-cohort, group and individual 
coaching, often prioritizing group coaching over individual coaching. 

• Leveraged virtual tools, such as white-boarding, that enable co-creativity. 
• Included real-time feedback, coaches working with participant’s 

colleagues through virtual media to help participants understand how 
they are being experienced during lockdown. 

• Encouraged participants to challenge their thinking as to how they are 
experiencing and responding to new challenges. 

Conclusions 

As the world becomes more complex, so we need to support leaders in 
becoming more aware of their ways of thinking, and of the existence of 
different ways of thinking. The challenge to the coach today is to lead the way 
in exploring these new ways of thinking. The challenge to leadership program 
designers is the same. Many leadership programs are still designed through a 
first order lens, on the basis that it is the organisation’s role to determine how 
leaders should approach the challenges they face and to teach new skills 
accordingly. 

From a complexity or meta- perspective, the program designer recognises 
that they don’t have all the answers. These practitioners are more likely to 
align to Ralph Stacey’s view, that to help a leader to become more effective is 
to help the leader become wiser, to become more adept at exercising 
practical judgmentiii. The leader becomes more effective through the gaining 
of experience and the opportunity to reflect on that experience. The 
reflective process includes reflecting not only on events, but on how the 
leader thinks about events. The program designer’s role becomes less about 
program content and more about process; how to structure a process around 
the participant’s existing work, how to build reflection into that structure, a 
reflective process that brings in multiple perspectives delivered through 
intimate and trusting relationship. 

This, of course, is not just a challenge to the program designer. Program 
designers work within organisations and organisations have expectations as 
to what they see in a leadership development program. The old coaching 
adage ‘meet the client where they are’ applies equally to anyone seeking to 
bring new ways of thinking to an organisation. The wise program designer 
may choose, therefore, not to work in isolation, but to work with other 
 
, 
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The wise program designer 
may choose, therefore, not 
to work in isolation, but to 

work with other program 
designers and academics 

and others in the field. 

program designers and academics and others in the field, to reflect together 
on how best to attempt to continue to reshape this $350 billion industry. 
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