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How to Use This Article

 This article is intended as a tool for managers and professionals at all 

-

develop people by providing variety in leadership challenge and help in 
learning from these challenges. 

-
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Background: Experiences That Develop Managers and 
What Makes Them Developmental 

 The Center for Creative Leadership’s continuing studies† of executive 
-

ence is the best teacher. 
 In these studies we found that variety in leadership challenges—certain 
jobs, exceptional other people (overwhelmingly bosses), coping with our mis-
takes, enduring hardships, and coursework at pivotal moments—all contribute 
to the building and seasoning of managers. 

it is critical, as T. S. Eliot said, not to “. . . have the experience, and miss the 
meaning.” Managers we studied who went on to become effective executives 
not only had the experiences but learned lessons from them. Learning was not 
automatic, only made possible by the encountering of certain challenges. 
 Armed with this knowledge, development can certainly be a more 

developmental jobs and developmental bosses, and by helping them become 
effective learners, we can increase our pool of potential leadership talent for 
the future and provide more meaningful work for managers. 
 Several problems get in the way, however the most obvious is that 
American organizations are hardly in a boom era. Since 1980 the Fortune
500 has eliminated 2.8 million jobs, 30 million people have been displaced in 
restructurings, and entire levels of organizations have disappeared overnight 
(Peters, 1987). 
 With the rapid increase of dual-career couples and single heads of 
households, a trend line projected to rise further beyond the year 2000, many 
managers are refusing geographic moves. A recent study found that 60% of 
relocation requests were refused. A human resources director told us the tale 
of asking nine managers to take a plum developmental assignment in France 
before he got a taker. With organizations slimming down, the problem of 
creating challenging assignments is complicated by the fact that there are now 
fewer developmental jobs. In addition, many companies have slowed mov-
ing people around due to cost. What is needed is more than a recounting of 
the types of assignments that are developmental. What is needed is help with 
development in place so that challenge and growth can be added to virtually 
all managerial and physical jobs. 

† See References.
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-
opment in place, however, we will take a few pages to look at what makes 
certain kinds of assignments developmental. Then we will turn to the question 
of how developmental challenge can be provided in existing jobs. 

cite as being potentially developmental:

(1) Challenging jobs, because they teach about the subtleties of 

large operations, working on time-limited projects from crises 
to systems installations. These represent what leaders do. Such 
jobs teach how to cope with pressure, learn quickly, or deal with 
problem subordinates. In absolute terms, challenging assignments 
are the best teacher: They are most likely to be remembered as 
developmental, and can teach both the greatest variety and the 
largest number of lessons. 

(2)   Other people, mostly bosses, because they serve as models of 
values. Exceptional people seemed to create a punctuation mark 
for executives, either by representing what to be or do, or what 
not to be or do. Whether by serving as a model of integrity or acu-
men, poor ethics or avarice, certain bosses exemplify how values 
play out in management settings. 

(3)   Hardships, because they tell us something about our limits. In 
our research, managers told of making mistakes, getting stuck in 

of life. These events often caused managers to look inward and 

(4)   Coursework, because it can serve as a powerful comparison 

kind of forum for trading tips, picking different problem-solving 
methods, and comparing themselves with others. 

(5)   Off-the-job experiences, usually relating to community services. 
Such experiences were often primers in persuasion. 
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something uniquely. Learning from the variety of experience can lead, not 
to the perfection of becoming a manager for all situations, but to becoming a 

coping with challenging job assignments may lead to arrogance unless 
tempered by a sense of one’s own foibles and limits. Toughness—doing 
what has to be done for the business in spite of the human cost—needs to be 
balanced by sensitivity to others. Managers must lead and empower others to 
lead as well. 
 This recognition of opposites and paradox is hardly guaranteed by 
experience, only made possible. The implicit model for effectiveness that 
emerged from our research is that diversity in experiences and striving to 
learn from experience can lead to the personal balance required to be a leader. 

or failure to learn from it is related to derailment, to having one’s career in-

 So experience matters greatly for effectiveness in management, but 
what is it about experience that makes it developmental?

Eleven Challenges Common to 
Developmental Experience

 In our research, not just any type of experience was recalled as having 
been developmental. Job changes involving the same people, or similar tasks, 

this research, we have concluded that for an experience to be developmental, 
5 or more of these imbedded challenges are usually present. 

Eleven Developmental Challenges

  1. Success and failure are both possible and will be obvious to  
others (some visible score or end point will tell everyone how 
things went). Most learning occurs of necessity; and when manag-

driven to learn. Challenges ranging from running the company 
picnic, to planning a new site, to handling a negotiation, offer the 
chance of success or failure. 

Eleven Challenges Common to Developmental Experience
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  2. Requires aggressive individual, “take charge” leadership. This 
means there is a need to create visions for change, focus on 
mutual expectations, and learn quickly. Stand-alone assignments 
require managers to be individually accountable, not just imple-
menters or part of a team. Examples include hiring a secretarial 
pool or dealing with a business crisis. 

  3. Involves working with new people, a lot of people, or both. Many 
executives in our study reported developing an understanding of 
others from working with unusual groups—foreign governments, 
unions, multi-functional task forces, or problem subordinates. 

  4. Creates additional personal pressure, such as that caused by 

or longer hours, highly charged task. Such pressure creates a ten-
sion between where managers are and where they’d like to be, 
which increases the probability of learning. 

  5. 
manager has no direct authority or control, including such things 
has having superiors besides your boss, or learning to exercise  

tests and develops negotiation skills. Many projects, off-the-job 
experiences, and negotiations feature this challenge. 

  6. Involves high variety, including factors such as working at a 
hectic pace, needing to get large amounts of information orally, 
coping with ambiguity and change, encountering uncontrollable 
events, and managing contradiction and paradox. New situations 
with which the manager is unfamiliar and doesn’t know what to 
do, such as crises, building a new team, or strategic assignments, 
can help develop more comfort with ambiguity and the ability to 
juggle multiple problems. 

  7. Will be closely watched by people whose opinions count, such as 
the boss, higher management, or “outsiders.” Important projects, 
crises, and deadline situations are often closely monitored. Such 
situations can develop managers’ political skills. 
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  8. Requires building a team, starting something from scratch, or 

trouble. This includes features such as downsizing, restructuring, 

assessing people. Such challenges are commonly demanded in 
middle- and upper-level leadership jobs and require a broad array 
of management skills, especially resourcefulness. 

  9. -
ing. Many staff assignments and major project assignments help 
enhance the ability to think strategically and grapple with ill-

10. Involves interacting with an especially good, or bad, boss.

do) and provide the nearest examples of what values the organiza-

managers get a stronger sense of how to put their own values into 
action so they can be more effective managers. 

11. Something important is missing, including things such as top man-
agement support, alignment with strategy, key skills, technical 
knowledge, or credentials and credibility. The absence of such key 
elements in an assignment practically compels a manager to learn. 

crucial “missing piece.” 

Assignments for Development in Place

It is not necessary to change someone’s job to provide many of these 
challenges, although job change is the best method. Adding these challenges 
to a manager’s current job creates new challenges and gives the incumbent a 
“new job” of sorts. 
 On the following pages are 88 options for development in place. These 

as described below. 

Assignments for Development in Place
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A. Small projects and start-ups, which emphasize persuasion,  
learning new content quickly, working under time pressure, and 
dealing with groups of people not worked with before. Such assign-
ments may or may not emphasize individual leadership, depend-

his work with an engineering organization that “plateaued project 
engineers reported more recognition, more challenge, more psycho-
logical success, and more job involvement than their non-plateaued 

This was because the work of the plateaued engineers was broader, 
more applied, and every project was new and demanded learning. 

mandate, and end-result accountability can be powerful experiences. 
The executives we studied recalled projects as demanding that they 
learn new content quickly by relying on other people and by ap-
preciating the perspectives of other people. They reported similar 

personally accountable. 

, which emphasize team-building, 
individual responsibility, dealing with the boss, development of sub-
ordinates, and time pressure. Seasoned executives rarely talk about 
team-building in an abstract sense. They specify what kind of situa-
tion a team must be built in. Are subordinates green, balky, compe-
tent, not competent, former peers? Is the manager an expert or not? 
Are subordinates experts or not? Are business conditions expanding, 
troubled, static? Each challenge has a different timbre to it—both in 
the variety of issues a manager must deal with and in the progres-
sion of one’s responsibilities. In the project and start-up category, 
managers may or may not be in charge, but in this second category, 

are in charge of people for a short period of time or are responsible 

-
ry emphasizes dealing with emotionally charged situations where 
motivating and developing others is often required. 

C. Small strategic assignments, which emphasize intellectual pres-
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category, managers may or may not be closely watched, depend-
ing on the assignment. The executives we studied told us that such 
assignments often shocked them out of a parochial point of view by 
requiring them to go from an operational to a strategic perspective, 
from concrete to abstract, or from a present to a future orientation. 

  Such assignments were also reported as a prime source of 
learning about coping with ambiguous, uncertain situations in which 

such assignments. 

D. Coursework and coaching assignments, which emphasize miss-
ing something one needs to know and intellectual pressure, either 
of which can lead to heightened self-awareness. Executives in our 

had become intuitive for them. If they were not expert (in designing 
a course, for example), they were likely to feel strong intellectual 

awareness of what they valued, how they thought, how they re-
sponded to intellectual pressure. 

  When they were on the other side of the situation, similar 

awareness or new content, or when they worked with a higher level 
manager who was particularly good (or bad) at something, the ex-

patterns through their exposure to powerful models. These models 
might be instructors, other participants, a formal model (of problem 

what to do or what not to do. 
  Any of these could trigger a look within—an examination of 

how they did things and what they valued. 

E. Activities away from work. Development certainly doesn’t have 
to occur on the job. Executives in our study mentioned volunteer 
work, community service, professional organizations, and coaching 
children’s sports. Any of these tend to emphasize individual leader-
ship and working with new people; they may also have elements of 

Assignments for Development in Place
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EIGHTY-EIGHT ASSIGNMENTS FOR
DEVELOPMENT IN PLACE

Likely Developmental Aspects

A. Small Projects and Start-ups
 (see page 6 for general description)

  1. Task force on a pressing business 
 problem

  2. Plan a new site

  3. Plan an off-site meeting, conference, 
convention

  5. Install a new system

  6. Work with a plant shut down crew

  7. Integrate systems across units

  8. Supervise product, program, equipment, 
or systems purchase

  9. Supervise liquidation of product,   
program, equipment, or system

10. Present proposal report to top 
 management

11. Go off-site to troubleshoot problems 

12. Go to campus as recruiter

13. Supervise a study team

14. Run company picnic

15. Start up something small (e.g., hire a 
secretarial pool)

16. Run a task force on a business problem

18. Lobby for the organization

x
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EIGHTY-EIGHT ASSIGNMENTS FOR
DEVELOPMENT IN PLACE (cont.)

Likely Developmental Aspects

A. Small Projects and Start-ups
 (cont.)

21. Make speeches for organization

22. Write PR releases

23. Serve at booth at trade show

24. Work with credit union board or 
 committee

 committee

27. Work short periods in other units

28. Do a project with another function

29. Manage renovation project

entire cycle

33. Represent concerns of non-exempt  
employees to higher management

34. Assign project with tight deadline

35. Manage the visit of a VIP

36. Serve on a junior board

B. Small Scope Jumps and Fix-its
(see page 6 for general description)

implementation

x

x

x

x

x
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Assignments for Development in Place
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EIGHTY-EIGHT ASSIGNMENTS FOR
DEVELOPMENT IN PLACE (cont.)

Likely Developmental Aspects

B. Small Scope Jumps and Fix-its
 (cont.)

38. Manage ad hoc group of inexperienced 
people

39. Manage ad hoc group of balky people

40. Manage ad hoc group of low competence 
people

41. Manage ad hoc group of former peers

42. Manage ad hoc group—person is expert, 
people are not

43. Manage ad hoc group—people are expert, 
person is not

45. Manage ad hoc group in a static operation

46. Manage ad hoc group in a rapidly   
expanding operation

47. Size up who to keep and who to let go

48. Deal with a business crisis

49. Assign “undoable” project (last person 
who tried it failed)

50. Supervise outplacement

51. Supervise cost-cutting

52. Design new, simpler effectiveness   
measures

53. Assign to work on something they hate 
 to do

 subordinates

55. Make peace with an enemy

x
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EIGHTY-EIGHT ASSIGNMENTS FOR
DEVELOPMENT IN PLACE (cont.)

Likely Developmental Aspects

Assignments for Development in Place

C. Small Strategic Assignments
 (see page for 6 general description)

to others

57. Write a proposal for a new system,  
product, etc.

 write report

59. Do a competitive analysis

60. Write a speech for someone higher in 
organization

61. Write up policy statement

62. Study customer needs

63. Postmortem on failed project

64. Do a problem prevention analysis

 competitors

66. Interview outsiders on their view of the 
organization

67. Evaluate impact of training

69. Write up contingency scenario

D. Coursework/Coaching Assignments
(see page 7 for general description)

71. Teach a course or workshop
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EIGHTY-EIGHT ASSIGNMENTS FOR
DEVELOPMENT IN PLACE (cont.)

Likely Developmental Aspects

D. Coursework/Coaching Assignments
 (cont.)

72. Teach someone how to do something they 
are not expert in

73. Teach someone how to do something 
they’re expert in

74. Design training course

75. Do a self-study project

76. Attend self-awareness course

77. Train as an assessor in assessment center

78. Spend a day with an expert on some job 
aspect

79. Study new technical area

81. Assign to work with higher manager who 
is particularly good or bad at something

E. Off-Job Activities
(see page 7 for general description)

 organization

83. Serve with a community agency

85. Join a community board

outside job

87. Coach children’s sports

88. Work with a charitable organization
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Setting Up a System for Development in Place

 Once developmental assignments have been worked out, there needs 

There also needs to be some way of helping managers learn the most from 
their developmental assignments and a way to get feedback to them on how 
effectively they are learning. 

Which Assignments for Which People? 
 Numerous strategies are available. First, armed with this information, 
many managers will voluntarily add developmental challenges to their present 
jobs. They will assess themselves in accordance with what they’ve done and 

 Second, a general strategy can be followed of exposing early career 

areas. More than one in each appropriate category may be advisable because a 
small project and a small start-up are somewhat different experiences, al-
though for simplicity they are grouped in the same category. Such a strategy 
allows for a natural building of variety in experience and a progression in 
responsibilities. 
 Third, a job assignment which naturally arises through the course of 

task force requires participation of a staff member. Using the 11 developmen-
tal challenges on pages 3-5, the task force can be coded as to its developmen-
tal potential, or by referring to pages 6-7 the manager can decide which type 
of development in place assignment it is (i.e., a project). 
 Since such projects usually demand learning quickly by relying on other 
people, persuasion, working under time pressure and dealing with groups not 
dealt with before, the manager can then ask which of his or her subordinates 

term project? Who most needs to learn to be a quick study, improve persua-
siveness, or learn to deal with pressure better? 
 Fourth, a strategy of targeted development can be followed where a  

Following are two charts to help target development. The left column of 
-

The middle column lists assignments for development in place to address the 
needs. The right column lists some of the 88 assignments by number. 
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 These charts have several general uses: one is to locate multiple as-
signments in order to build long-term competency for a group of people low 
in strategic skills, for example; another is to custom-design developmental 
assignments when none of the 88 development-in-place assignments are cur-
rently available or are not appropriate. In this use, managers should refer to 
the charts to detail what needs to be developed (e.g., strategic skills) and look 
at the description of strategic assignments on page 6 and the examples on 
page 11. In this example, what is needed is an assignment which emphasizes 

needed skill or knowledge. The manager should then ask what important busi-
ness area or nagging problem could stand a fresh look. For example, he or she 
might assign one or more people to look into quality problems in their unit, 
see what other companies are doing, consult with experts, and present recom-
mendations to higher management. 
 Finally, perhaps the most common use of the following charts is to 
match assignments with an individual’s developmental need or to build a 
strength in a new area. For example, a person who doesn’t sell up well or who 
has never had to sell an idea to higher management might be assigned to  
represent concerns of non-exempt employees to higher management (33), 
serve on a junior board (36), or write up a policy statement for approval (60). 
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Setting Up a System for Development in Place

I. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Skills and Perspectives

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

  1. Resourcefulness

ambiguity, unstructured 
problems

systems

2. Doing Whatever It Takes

particularly open to 
“new” learning

doesn’t take charge  
willingly

  3. Quick Study

death

Strategy

Projects requiring presentation
Coaching

Small projects
Systems installation

Multi-unit projects
Switch to line or staff project

Assign to do something they 
hate to do

Assignment with tight  
deadline

Give a task which is too large 
to handle alone or where 
their expertise is limited

situations
Off-job

Presentations requiring “new” 
information

Project with tight deadline
Coaching

1, 2, 5, 7, 15, 16, 30
42, 43, 48, 49
56-59, 67, 69

10, 33, 36, 60

3, 14, 19, 29
5, 7, 8, 11

1, 7, 8, 9, 16, 32
56-70

47-50, 53-55

1-11, 19-20, 29, 34, 48

4, 11, 19, 20, 33, 39, 44

75-77, 81
16, 30, 37-46, 48

75,77, 81
1, 2, 5, 7, 15, 16, 30, 38-46

85-87

10, 33, 36, 39

1-10
81
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I. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Skills and Perspectives (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

  3. Quick Study (cont.)

expertise

  4. Decisiveness

  5. Leading Subordinates

motivating

manages

Multi-unit project with experts
Switch to line or staff project 

with experts
Study combined with work 

project

or she can learn new areas 
quickly

Attend professional meetings 
on unfamiliar topics

Assignment with deadline

Assignment featuring  
persuasion

Off-job

Various team-building  
situations

Coaching

Give a task that is too large to 
do alone

Various team-building  
situations

Coaching

Give a task that is too large to 
do alone

1, 27, 28, 43
56-70

78-80

71-74

82

4, 8, 9, 11, 14, 34

10, 12, 17, 18, 21-25, 33, 35, 
36, 43, 57, 60

82-88

16, 28, 37-46, 87

81

16, 30, 37-46, 48

16, 28, 37-46, 87

81

16, 30, 37-46, 48

  6. Setting a Developmental Climate
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Setting Up a System for Development in Place

I. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Skills and Perspectives (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

over problems

  8. Team Orientation

spirit

  9. Hiring Talented Staff

people

others

Inheriting a problem subordi-
nate or group

Give a task too large to handle 
alone

Various team-building  
situations

Off-job

Staff a task force or start-up

Learn what to look for in 
people

Assignment with deadline

Project (e.g., represent 
customer concerns to top 
management)

Coursework combined with 
work assignment

Deal with new group

Assignment requiring peer 
persuasion

Off-job

6, 9, 47-51, 63-64

38-44, 47, 54, 55

16, 30, 37-46, 48

16, 28, 37-46, 87

83-84, 86-87

16, 30, 37-46

12, 47, 50, 68, 71, 74

4, 8, 9, 11, 14, 34

10-12, 17, 18, 23-25, 33, 36, 
54, 55, 58, 62, 65

71, 72, 74-77

38-46, 83-88

1, 5, 7, 16, 19, 20, 26-30

82-88

  7. Confronting Problem Subordinates

10. Building and Mending Relationships
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I. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Skills and Perspectives (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

mistakes

want to hear

others

the two

14. Self-awareness

admit mistakes easily

weaknesses

15. Putting People at Ease

Project where they lack 
expertise

Off-job

Assign “undoable” project

Assign to develop new group

Make individual accountable 

Off-job
Coursework

Counsel employees with  
personal or work problems

Assign “undoable” project 

Work with new groups

Coursework

43, 49, 53

72, 75-77, 81
83, 84, 87, 88

47-50, 53-55
4, 11, 19, 20, 33
38-46

72, 75-77, 81

2, 5, 15, 16, 29-31, 38-40, 44, 
48-49, 53-55

83-85, 87-88
75-76

33, 40, 42, 54, 71

75-77, 81

49, 53, 55

1, 4, 5, 7, 38-46, 83-88

75-77

11. Compassion and Sensitivity

12. Straightforwardness and Composure

13. Balance Between Personal Life and Work
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Setting Up a System for Development in Place

I. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Skills and Perspectives (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

or the other (e.g., overly 
tough, too individually-
oriented, too self- 

Make individual accountable 
75-77, 81
2, 5, 15, 16, 29-31, 38-46, 
 48-49

16. Acting with Flexibility
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II. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Derailment Factors

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

spirit

people

ambiguity, unstructured 
problems

Project where they lack 
expertise

Off-job
Assign “undoable” project

Assign to develop new group

Make individual accountable 

Various team-building  
situations

Coaching

Give a task that is too large to 
do alone

Inheriting a problem subordi-
nate or group

Off-job

Staff a task force or start-up

Learn what to look for in 
people

Strategy

43, 49, 53

72, 75-77, 81
83, 84, 87, 88
47-50, 53-55
4, 11, 19, 20, 33
38-46

2, 5, 15, 16, 29-31, 38-40, 44, 
48-49, 53-55

16, 28, 37-46, 87

81

16, 30, 37-46, 48

6, 9, 47-51, 63-64

38-44, 47, 54, 55

83-84, 86-87

16, 30, 37-46

12, 47, 50, 68, 71, 74

1, 2, 5, 7, 15, 16, 30
42, 43, 48, 49
56-59, 67, 69

1. Problems with Interpersonal Relationships

2. Problems with Molding a Staff
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II. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Derailment Factors (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

systems

death

expertise

(e.g., overly tough, too 
individually-oriented,  

particularly open to 
“new” learning

doesn’t take charge  
willingly

Small projects
Systems installation

Multi-unit projects
Switch to line or staff project

Presentations requiring “new” 
information

Project with tight deadline
Coaching

Multi-unit project with experts
Switch to line or staff project 

with experts
Study combined with work 

project

or she can learn new areas 
quickly

Attend professional meetings 
on unfamiliar topics

Make individual accountable 

Assign to do something they 
hate to do

Assignment with tight  
deadline

Give a task which is too large 
to handle alone or where 
their expertise is limited

situations
Off-job

3, 14, 19, 29
5, 7, 8, 11

1, 7, 8, 9, 16, 32
56-70

10, 33, 36, 39

1-10
81

1, 27, 28, 43
56-70

78-80

71-74

82

75-77, 81
2, 5, 15, 16, 29-31, 38-46, 
 48-49

47-50, 53-55

1-11, 19-20, 29, 34, 48

4, 11, 19, 20, 33, 39, 44

75-77, 81
16, 30, 37-46, 48

85-87

4. Lack of Follow-through/Untrustworthy

Setting Up a System for Development in Place
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II. Matching Needs to Development in Place Assignments:
Derailment Factors (cont.)

Some Suggested
AssignmentsRecommendationNeed

ease

cultural issues

Assignment with deadline

Project (e.g., represent 
customer concerns to top 
management)

Coursework combined with 
work assignment

Assignment requiring peer 
persuasion

Off-job

Project with different boss

Projects requiring presentation
Coaching

Strategy assignments

4, 8, 9, 11, 14, 34

10-12, 17, 18, 23-25, 33, 36, 
54, 55, 58, 62, 65

71, 72, 74-77

38-46, 83-88

1, 5, 7, 16, 19, 20, 26-30

82-88

81

10, 33, 36, 60
81

75-77, 82-88

56-70

5. Overdependence

6. Unable to Adapt to Bosses/Strategy/Culture
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Helping Managers Get the Most From Their Experiences

 Learning won’t occur by itself when managers are given developmental 
assignments. It’s quite likely that many managers will rely on past habits and 
try to apply old skills to new situations. This is in fact what often happened, 
as a group, for the executives we studied who derailed. They relied on com-
fortable habits, and their learning formed no pattern they could use later. As a 
result, their management behavior changed little. 
 For managers to learn something of long-term value to them, they 
need to specify what sort of transition they are making—from what to what? 
The essence of this issue is that the manager will have to give up, or at least 
modify, some comfortable habits in order to grow. 
 Some transitions feature something the manager has never done before, 
such as going from a task where things are running smoothly to a disaster or 

responsibility in a challenge they have faced before. As an example, some 
executives who went on to be successful start-up managers at age 40 had 
mini start-ups earlier in their careers: In their early 20s they hired a secretarial 
pool; later, they started a small department; in their early 30s they started up 

they were prepared to start up a major department or function. 
 Typical transitions that developmental assignments may require are:

(or vice versa)

-
ity for the whole

new one 

 Specifying the nature of the transition one is making is necessary for 

might need to make the following transitions and have a strategy for each: 
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 The danger is always that a new task may be met with old behavior, 
using management techniques that worked well in the previous situation. 
Managers need awareness of the developmental transition they are making 
and a plan for dealing with it. 
 To gain from the situation, they need not only to try different tasks but 
also to learn something from their efforts. Some examples of methods of 
helping managers learn from their experiences are: 

 seeking tutoring in new technical areas or tutoring in how to 
handle different leadership challenges

-
thing well

 keeping a learning diary
 asking them what they have learned often, and what habits they 

have that are getting too comfortable for them
 having regular dinner meetings with those who face or have faced 

similar leadership challenges
 attending coursework targeted toward self-awareness of strengths, 

weaknesses, and limits, or which addresses a compelling problem 
they face on the job at present

 having them construct a learning plan (how will they size up 
people? team build? create a symbol for change or rallying cry? 
deal with the boss?)

FROM

1. Technical expert

2. Managing 
known people

3. A well-
 functioning 

group

TO

Manager of experts 
from other areas

Managing a new 
group

A group where con-

SAMPLE STRATEGIES

Seek tutoring; seek counseling 
on major conceptual umbrellas 
to organize learning; targeted 
reading

Set up pilot task to help man-
ager see the group in action 
(assess their needs and skills, 
size them up)

agreements, negotiate ways of 
working together, isolate con-
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 In a brief paper such as this, only cursory treatment can be given to 
what can be learned from experience. For fuller descriptions of learning, the 
reader is referred to several publications for assistance in providing managers 
feedback.†

 On the issue of effective learning, here are some typical learning differ-
ences between managers who derail prematurely because they fail to learn as 
much as they could from their experiences (or have limited experiences), and 
those who are excellent learners. Such learners much more often get to execu-
tive ranks and stay there, but our purpose here is not to encourage progres-
sion, but learning. Several studies have shown that it is not level or income 
that is related to life satisfaction but, among other reasons, being an active 
learner who seeks new challenges and learns from them. Our purpose here is 
development, which helps add excitement and achievement to our lives and 
gives us a sense of control over our destiny.

-
ment is to provide guidance and feedback to managers on how effective they 
are as learners—what they do to block their learning and what they do to help 
themselves learn. 

† The Lessons of Experience
covers the original studies of male executives. Breaking the Glass Ceiling (Morrison, 
White, & Van Velsor), Addison-Wesley, 1987, covers the study of female executives.  
Key Events in Executives’ Lives
Leadership, 1988, is a detailed technical description of the events and learnings of male 
executives. Benchmarks® (Lombardo & McCauley) is a feedback instrument that  
assesses the lessons of experience, derailment factors, and the ability to handle challeng-
ing jobs. 

Helping Managers Get the Most From Their Experiences
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BLOCKS TO LEARNING

  1. Focus on results and technical matters. 
Little attention paid to leadership role.

  2. Over-control may wipe out ambigu-

or go to the other extreme and study 
problems into the ground. Uncom-
fortable with the fragmented pace of 

problems.”

  3. Excessive reliance on bosses, high-

particularly open to feedback from 
others or fail to act on feedback.

of what worked in the past and try 
to repeat it. Like to work with same 
people, similar functions and technical 
areas. Show little interest in team-
building in new situations or getting a 
mix of talents in the group.

  5. Over-generalize—“the way to develop 

new events within them.

AIDS TO LEARNING

  1. Focus on results, but leadership 
challenges are actively sought; such 
managers often have a learning plan.

  2. Develop a tolerance for ambiguity 
and uncontrollable situations: remain 
open to different views of the prob-
lem, not jump to conclusions, rely on 
small experiments and feedback from 
them, taking the time to work through 

  3. Seek feedback from success or failure 
on tasks. May not seek but are open to 
feedback from many sources—boss, 
self, subordinates, peers, custom-

faces to different people and different 
work relationships create different 
leadership dynamics, this 360-degree 
feedback is invaluable.

  4. Focus on the transition from one 
challenge to another. What habits 
have gotten too comfortable? What 
is different about this challenge that 
requires acting differently? What can 
be learned from this?

  5. Specify what one is learning—for 
example, nine different people  
management situations are listed in 
the 88 assignments because each can 
be expected to teach a different aspect 
of team-building. CCL research found 
that while successful executives had 
a few general learnings about team-
building, they were more likely than 
the derailed to mention rules of thumb 

situation.
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BLOCKS TO LEARNING

  6. Low self-awareness—not attuned 
to the interplay of strengths, weak-
nesses, and limits within self. May be 
reluctant to express or not know what 
strong likes and dislikes are.

  7. Unaware of impact—may get  
abdicative, passive, dictatorial or  
abrasive under pressure, yet not 

 know it.

  8. Take problems personally—may be 
seen as emotionally volatile under 
pressure.

  9. Promotion-oriented—may openly plan 
for next job, politic, not be particular-
ly demanding of subordinates, which 
may leave them undeveloped.

AIDS TO LEARNING

  6. Develop awareness of what strengths 
and weaknesses they have and how 
they are linked together. Some of 
those who derailed found that a 
strength such as leading subordinates 
later became a weakness such as over-
managing or a strength such as being 
creative (with many projects going 
on at once) might have a corollary 
weakness which eventually caused 
problems, including follow-through, 
lack of attention to essential detail, or 
leaving people dangling. The recog-
nition of the strengths, weaknesses, 
and limits that we all have leads 
to the self-awareness necessary to 
make transitions to a different way of 
behaving. Knowing what we like and 
dislike, what we’re good at and how 
that can hurt as well as help is a key 
mechanism in helping us change our 
behavior.

impact. Through feedback and  
coursework, come to understand how 
small day-to-day actions have a large 
impact on others.

  8. Learn to talk about emotions, likes 
and dislikes, without over-reacting. 
Stability under pressure and compo-
sure differentiated successful from  
derailed executives in the CCL   
studies.

  9. Focus on solving problems in the job 
they’re in rather than ticket punching 
for the future. Successful executives 
we studied were more likely to focus 
on present challenges, be quite de-
manding of subordinates, and, partly 
because of that, often developed the 
talent beneath them.

Helping Managers Get the Most From Their Experiences
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BLOCKS TO LEARNING

10. Doesn’t handle mistakes well—may 

others, or lament it to where the  
mistake is dwelt on past all value. 
Doesn’t handle the mistakes and  
failures of others well either.

AIDS TO LEARNING

10. Learn to admit mistakes, warn those 
affected, learn from them, and move 
on to something else. It’s relatively 

not think much about our blunders, 
or to naively believe it will never 
happen again. Learning from hardship 
situations requires looking inside and 
thinking about how to respond better 
to avoid being blindsided as often in 
the future.

 A development-in-place system can help with today’s issues of dual-
career couples, “downsizing,” those who wish challenge more than advance-
ment, and can help season those for whom advancement is important.
 Finally, a checklist for setting up a system for development in place:

Setting Up a System for Development in Place

categories.

2.  Form strategy for matching managers with assignments: 

3. Form strategy for assisting managers to learn:

4. Provide feedback on how effectively they learn:
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