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Most people in organizations assume senior leadership performance
matters, but few know how their own executive team truly measures up. With
recent studies confirming that senior leadership behaviour has a profound
impact on employee engagement, productivity and retention—factors known
to affect overall organizational performance—we thought it was about time
somebody paid attention to what’s happening at the top. In January and
February 2008, The Refinery commissioned Ipsos Reid to survey 151 C-suite
executives across Canada and the US on leadership performance and
development practices. The results are unsettling, to say the least.

The cornerstone of effective leadership is self-awareness, yet our data
suggest that boardrooms across North American are full of senior leaders who
are so confident in their abilities that they may have a distorted view of their
leadership effectiveness. Asked to rate their personal performance as leaders,
74% of executives we surveyed told us they are doing somewhat or much
better than other executives in their industry. An astounding 86% of
respondents believe they collaborate somewhat better or much better than
other executives do. The majority of respondents (79%) believe they are
somewhat or much more aware than their competitors of the issues and
challenges facing employees, and 72% say that their fellow executive team
members are somewhat or much more aware. While 32% of executives
believe they are as committed as their competitors to personal leadership 1
development, twice as many believe they are somewhat or much more
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When we asked executives what
priority they assign to leadership
development, 82% placed high or very
high priority on developing managers,
while only 61% gave the same priority to
themselves. Respondents also put the
development of the executive team
above their own, with 71% calling it high
or very high priority. In light of
executives’ overconfidence in their own
leadership performance, it’s not
surprising that most respondents feel
leadership development is more
important for others than for
themselves.

We were surprised, however, to
learn that a full quarter (25%) of
organizations still do not have a formal
leadership development strategy in
place. Of those executives whose
organizations have development
strategies, 96% report that it includes
opportunities for managers, 93% report
that it includes opportunities for the
executive team, and 84% report that it
includes opportunities for themselves.
These numbers align with respondents’
prioritizing of leadership development,
with preference going to managers. Just
as our executives assigned the highest
priority to developing managers, they
also identified this group as having the
most development opportunities.
Conversely, they gave the lowest priority
to their own development, though only
by a small margin, and identified
themselves as having the least
opportunities.

Apparently overconfidence in
leadership abilities amongst executives
has not translated into complacency. An
encouraging number of respondents
(89%) reported engaging in personal
leadership development activities in the
past 12 months. Most executives at
organizations with a formal leadership
development strategy say they are
involved in their organization’s
development activities, with 34% taking
part as a full participant. Few said they
rarely or never participate. When all
respondents were asked to identify the
kind of personal development they’ve
participated in over the last 12 months,
80% of respondents cited their
organization’s leadership program or
activities.

An encouragingly large number of
respondents (89%) reported engaging in
personal leadership development
activities in the past 12 months. Of the
11% who had not, many cited
understandable reasons such as a
shortage of time or a shift in focus to
their fast-approaching retirement.
However, when we asked executives
what types of leadership development
activities they had participated in, the
results were less encouraging. When
executives who had participated in
leadership development activities within
the past twelve months were asked to
identify, without prompting, the kind of
personal development they participated
in, just 21% said either mentoring,
coaching, undergoing a 360-degree
assessment, or taking on a new role—all

key activities known to create real

behavioural change.
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Meanwhile, 97% of all executives
acknowledged they had read about
leadership in the past 12 months. While
such education is to be commended,
reading is not an activity that, in itself, will
develop leadership skills. Thus, we were
troubled to hear that 88% of executives
who read about leadership believe this is an
effective way to develop their leadership
skills, with 18% calling it very effective.

Overall, our research results tell us that
leadership behaviour and development
practices at the executive level are a long
way from where they should be. Executives
continue to place priority on developing the
leadership of others over their own. When
they do devote time to personal
development, it’s not always through the
types of high-value activities known to have
a true and lasting effect on leadership
behaviour. Combined with our respondents’
overconfident assessments of their own
leadership performance, these revelations
don’t bode well for organizations. We
suspect that current low employee
engagement rates are due largely to
lacklustre executive leadership
performance. Considering the effect of low
engagement rates on productivity and
profits, the importance of this link must not
be overlooked.
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