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FOREWORD

On early morning runs I am often inspired by seeing the iconic dome on the U.S. Capitol Building in the 
distance. But in 1861, at the outset of America’s greatest trial, it was only partially constructed. Famously, 
despite the uncertainty, resource limitations, and competing priorities of the Civil War, President Abraham 
Lincoln instructed the contractors to continue work. He saw the completion of the dome as a tangible 
symbol to the nation that the Union was worth any investment, and that it would survive.

Similarly, as the American Army entered World War II in the months following Pearl Harbor, there was a 
pressing need for young officers – leaders for the growing Army. To meet the demand, West Point’s four-year 
curriculum was trimmed to three, with most of the time saved by working harder rather than cutting subject 
matter. But instead of even temporarily shutting the Military Academy down to quickly field Lieutenants 
for the force, the class that entered in the summer of 1942 was doubled in size. Although the Army would 
have this talented cohort tied up in training for several years, the long view prevailed. And while West Point’s 
Class of 1945 missed that war, many in their ranks, to include my father, fought in both Korea and Vietnam 
– serving the nation for decades. 

Your leaders are desperately looking for those same signs – signs that your organization will survive and that 
the organization is willing to invest in them. Companies that operate with a true long-term mindset have 
consistently outperformed their industry peers since 2001 across almost every financial measure. According 
to a study conducted by McKinsey Global Institute and FCLT Global, firms that focused on the long term 
vision and mission of the organization saw an average revenue and earnings growth of 47% and 36% higher 
than their peers (HBR, 2017). Additionally, loss of engagement, loss of trust, and loss of your talent are 
very real risks when employees perceive an organization is no longer thinking about the long-term future. 
Your organization can’t afford to take a short-term view despite the current context. Like Lincoln, the best 
way to combat those risks is with a clear sign that demonstrates the organization’s long-term view and the 
organization’s valuation of their leaders. Investing in your leaders’ development is that clear sign.

It is understandably tempting to deprioritize or cancel training programs and courses in the face of 
existential threats caused by COVID-19, market fluctuations, and mass civil unrest. It may even seem 
prudent and logical, but it will exacerbate your leaders’ fears and encourage your people to begin searching 
for stability elsewhere. If there is a silver lining to the cataclysmic events over the past few months, it is that 
it has forced an accelerated evolution in the fields of education and training. There is no longer any room for 
generic content, poor delivery, or expensive programs that deliver subpar outcomes.

- Stan McChrystal

https://hbr.org/2017/02/finally-proof-that-managing-for-the-long-term-pays-off
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Leader Development is More Critical Than Ever
This document is intended to provide you with a collection of best practices related to leader development 
and can be helpful in a number of different scenarios:

• Evaluating an existing program that has gone stale

• Designing a new program using your internal resources

• Crafting a Request for Proposal (RFP) to solicit the right solution

Get in touch.
Visit us at mcchrystalgroup.com for more information, or reach out to one of 
our team members below if you have any questions.

Stan McChrystal
Founder and CEO
stan.mcchrystal@mcchrystalgroup.com

David Livingston
Head of McChrystal Academy
david.livingston@mcchrystalgroup.com

Ché Albowicz
Research Associate
che.albowicz@mcchrystalgroup.com

http://mcchrystalgroup.com
mailto:stan.mcchrystal%40mcchrystalgroup.com?subject=Developing%20Leaders%20in%20Uncertain%20Times
mailto:david.livingston%40mcchrystalgroup.com?subject=Developing%20Leaders%20in%20Uncertain%20Times
mailto:che.albowicz%40mcchrystalgroup.com?subject=Developing%20Leaders%20in%20Uncertain%20Times
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ENGINEERING A LEADER 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
Whether you are in times of crisis or business-as-usual, the basics of engineering an effective leader 
development program don’t change. However, in times of uncertainty, it is even more essential to follow a 
defined blueprint because resources are constrained, internal spending is scrutinized, and clear outcomes 
are demanded.

• DETERMINE FOCUSED GOALS: Your program must begin with a set of clear goals that are based on 
the practical needs of the targeted population of leaders, focused by the organization’s strategy, and 
rooted in data.

• INVOLVE THE RIGHT PEOPLE: At the heart of every program’s success is people, and you must select 
the right participants and engage the right stakeholders to drive the biggest impact for the organization.

• DESIGN A TARGETED PROGRAM: You must rely on established design and adult learning principles 
but amplify the impact of those principles by using the technology and resources at your disposal. 

• DELIVER THE EXPERIENCE: Your program must not only be engaging and memorable, but it must 
also stretch participants to explore alternative perspectives, try new techniques, challenge the status 
quo, and lean into difficult conversations.

• MEASURE AND THEN REFINE: In order to establish the value of your program and continue 
improving it in a strategic way, you must establish clear metrics and mechanisms for capturing the 
right data.

The remainder of this document will explore each of these steps and share best practices. Finally, while the 
steps described above are far from revolutionary, we would suggest that the current climate of uncertainty 
demands a reinterpretation of those steps. As such, each section of this document begins with two questions 
– the first is the question that most leader development providers ask themselves, which reinforces the status 
quo, and the second is the alternative question we believe leader development providers should be asking 
themselves to deliver high-impact training.

Figure 01
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DETERMINE FOCUSED GOALS

The construction of leader development programs often begins with a list of skills or competencies deemed 
important for leaders within an organization. But a list of skills and competencies is the wrong place to 
start. Your leaders could potentially learn new skills, but never actually change how they operate back in 
the workflow. That’s because what really matters is behavior change, not skill acquisition. While the two are 
occasionally correlated, there is certainly no guarantee. If you want behavior change, then start by explicitly 
making behavior change your goal. 

Even then, behaviors can become a bit abstract when taken out of context. A simple, but useful way to start 
the process is to look for exemplars. There are inevitably a few people at every level of your organization 
who are exemplary leaders. They consistently do the right things and achieve outcomes for their teams 
and the organization. Conduct a “Profile Exploration” to understand what makes them successful in your 
context so that you can build those capabilities in others. The exploration doesn’t need to be extensive but 
grounding your leader development in the experiences and lessons learned of successful leaders is a useful 
starting point. 

• Identify 2-3 people who are widely considered good leaders by their managers, peers, and direct reports

• Observe them during a team meeting and collect data on the leadership behaviors you see

• Interview their (1) managers, (2) peers, and (3) direct reports by asking them the question, “What 
does ________ do differently that makes him/her a successful leader?”

• Synthesize the data and look for common patterns

• Distill those patterns into discernible, specific actions

NEEDS ANALYSIS

More often than not, the specific goals of a leader development program are created in a vacuum by a small 
group of senior leaders or HR personnel with little input from leaders who have actually held that role. Any 
good program starts with a systematic, data-driven needs analysis. You cannot effect real change if you do 
not know (1) how the organization operates, (2) the current status of the organization and (3) what the 
organization needs for success.

To assist you in launching a needs analysis, McChrystal Academy’s template is located in Appendix A. We 
would also make the following recommendations:

• GOOD PRACTICE – interviews / individual leader assessments

• BEST PRACTICE – interviews / individual leader assessments / organizational analytics

Status Quo – What should 
our leaders learn?

Alternative – What should 
our leaders do differently?
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When data is mapped according to the core capabilities of high-functioning teams, it is easy to see where 
there are problems. The troughs in the graph above (circled in red) show areas where behaviors need to be 
addressed. In this example, scores in Guidance and Situational Awareness are low, demonstrating a need to 
enhance communications. The different colors denote separate levels of the company, allowing intervention 
to occur at the level where it will have the greatest impact. Here, the senior leadership team is far removed 
from the rest of the organization, indicating that change must occur at the highest level.

Utilizing analytics to inform the design and delivery of a leadership development program enhances the 
benefits a firm receives from the training; however, many organizations skip this step. McChrystal utilizes 
organizational-, team-, and individual- level leadership assessments, adopting a multi-level integrative 
approach to inform training. Taking such a holistic approach aids in understanding the functional and social 
context of leadership behaviors and can increase the likelihood that training is practically applied on the job. 

A one-size-fits-all solution does not work in complex environments. Individual differences, the type of work 
environment, and organizational context need to be incorporated into the design and delivery of a training 
program. Leveraging analytics allows leadership development programs to be tailored to fit the specific, 
identified needs of the firm. Analytics can likewise be used to pinpoint blind spots for individual leaders. An 
entire leadership team may need to improve cross-functional communication, whereas an individual might 
require focus on emotional intelligence. A data-driven approach will facilitate the distinction between these 
group-level and individual-level opportunities, respectively.

McChrystal uses an unbiased behavioral diagnostic to pinpoint the leadership behaviors that an individual 
tends to over- or under-leverage. Not only can the results of these individual assessments improve self-
awareness and focus personalized development, but they can also be aggregated and used to tailor content 
for the entire cohort. Relatedly, understanding the role one plays in their organization’s network is an 
important determinant of what behaviors are valuable. Organizational network analysis—which identifies 
how communication flows through teams and individuals—can serve as a mechanism to identify those who 
have a substantial impact on their firm’s communication patterns. Teams or individuals can then be trained 
to increase effectiveness in the roles identified by the analysis.

YOU NEED AN ANALYTIC APPROACH
Leveraging Analytics to Identify Training Needs

Figure 02
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GOAL DEFINITION

Once you’ve collected the data and drawn meaningful conclusions, it’s time to synthesize it into defined 
goals. Keep your goals few in number. You will inevitably need to make some hard choices. Many 
well-intentioned leader development providers make the mistake of constructing a long list of skills or 
competencies they want their leaders to acquire. When this happens, the content is inevitably spread thinly 
across a variety of topics, participants become confused and frustrated by the lack of focus, and no real 
behavior change takes place. Instead, narrow the program’s focus on 3-5 key differentiators that will drive 
the biggest impact for the organization.

It is also essential that you keep these goals clear and succinct. Try placing your goals into the format below. 
If you cannot articulate your goals with that degree of specificity and simplicity, then the likelihood of 
driving true behavior change is unlikely at best. 

Once you’ve defined your goals, use those goals as a reference point throughout the design phase. EVERY 
part of the program (every module, every activity, every presentation, every resource) should be connected 
to one of those goals. If you cannot draw a direct line from some component to one of the goals, then that 
component needs to be revised or jettisoned. 

Finally, publish the goals so that everyone involved (participants, facilitators, stakeholders, etc.) understand 
the outcomes that need to be achieved for success.

Instead of doing                   , we need our leaders to do                   .
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INVOLVE THE RIGHT PEOPLE

People are the key to success in leader development programs. That may seem like an obvious statement, 
but selection of leaders and integration of senior stakeholders is often deprioritized during the early stages 
of development. This de-prioritization is fueled by the misconception that leader development should be 
agnostic and applicable for all leaders in a particular position. While no program can be fully customized for 
every cohort that goes through it, the most effective programs are tailored to the needs and strengths of the 
participants involved. 

LEADER SELECTION

Typically, an organization’s highest-performing leaders are selected to be the first cohort in a leader 
development program. Organizations often use these programs as a reward or a way to retain their best 
talent. While those aren’t terrible motives, this strategy will not produce the most impactful results for the 
organization. Rather than solely investing in your “A” leaders, it is more strategic to select a diverse cohort 
made up of leaders who are “A” performers and “B+” performers. 

TARGET AUDIENCE FOR
LEADER DEVELOPMENT

PROGRAMS

Status Quo – Who deserves to 
be involved in the program?

Alternative – Who does the 
organization need to be 
involved in the program? 

Figure 03
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This diversity will create a number of benefits:

• “A” leaders can be leveraged as informal mentors and group leaders to raise the performance of the 
cohort and serve as exemplary models.

• “B+” leaders will likely experience the largest growth during the program and as their performance 
makes significant improvements, the organization will reap the biggest benefits.

• If only “B+” leaders were chosen, and high-performing individuals were not selected, the prestige of 
the program would be damaged, and in a worst-case scenario, it might be seen as a type of remedial 
program for under performance. The inclusion of a diverse leader mix avoids that pitfall

If high-performance (or often mis-represented as high-potential) is the sole variable for selection, there is 
a likelihood that the most critical leaders in the organization will not be included. Every organization has 
critical personnel who “fly below the radar” and are unknown from senior leaders or HR. These are often 
introverts or people who work behind the scenes in support functions. Not only do they play essential roles, 
but they often serve as network influencers on a disproportionate part of the organization. An increase in 
their leadership capability would similarly have a disproportionate impact on the organization. They key is 
finding these individuals in an effective and cost-efficient way.

• GOOD PRACTICE – survey people by asking “who do you go to when you need help?”

• BEST PRACTICE – organizational network analysis
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YOU NEED AN ANALYTIC APPROACH
Identifying a Training Cohort through Network Analysis

Traditional selection methods for identifying leaders for a training program are often arbitrary and rarely 
effective in identifying the best participants. When resources are constrained and limited leaders can be 
trained, these deficiencies become even more detrimental. Using an analytic approach to identify the 
optimal leaders combats the inherent bias in traditional selection methods and increases the likelihood of 
selecting the right types of leaders who will have a disproportionate impact on the organization’s success. 
Two such types of leaders are Central Connectors and Brokers. 

• Central connectors are key informational resources for their networks. They are viewed by colleagues 
as experts in one or more topics and are those individuals who first come to mind when you need 
a problem solved or crisis handled. In terms of development, these leaders need to focus heavily on 
collaborative behaviors and building trust. 

• Brokers are positioned to connect and share information with groups outside of their own, allowing 
organizations to be more integrated and cross functional. These roles often rely heavily on the 
information synthesis to draw sensible conclusions. They also foster the relationships necessary to 
share critical information between groups. Brokers benefit from behavioral development focused 
on information synthesis, purposefully connecting and building systems of shared knowledge, and 
leveraging opposing viewpoints.

Network analytics can also be leveraged to identify individuals from different teams who can be grouped 
into functional cohorts. Utilizing cohorts and group-based activities within leadership development is 
beneficial in developing the shared knowledge-structures and team cognition associated with increased 
productivity. McChrystal’s Leader Behavior Diagnostic pinpoints these behaviors which enables the 
creation of cross-functional cohorts—groups of individuals who share similar behavioral tendencies. 
Together, the cohort can focus on shared improvement and success in their roles as leaders. This informed 
approach is more effective than arbitrarily assigning leaders to cohorts based solely on their functional 
umbrellas, and grounds the cohort in a behavioral commonality. 

IDENTIFYING A TEACHING COHORT
Merrill Lynch

McChrystal carried out an Organizational 
Diagnostic where it was discovered that the 
Market Executives of individual Field Offices, 
who should have been functioning as brokers, 
were actually acting as bottlenecks, hindering 
collaboration and setting team priorities that 
undermined strategic goals.

McChrystal delivered a targeted program for 
these Market Executives, emphasizing the correct 
behaviors to better manage their teams. Following 
our program, Merrill Lynch saw a 63% increase 
in new clients compared to the year before our 
engagement.

Figure 04
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STAKEHOLDER INTEGRATION

Without executive buy-in, the likelihood of your program delivering on your goals is incredibly low. 
In fact, a study conducted by MIT Sloan Management Review cites then Chairman and CEO of IBM, 
Sam Palmisano: “One key to our success over the past decade has been that we established leadership 
development as a top corporate priority. Every manager and every executive at IBM is accountable for 
identifying and developing leaders. We are completely committed to this principle as one of the cornerstones 
of our core values.” Involving senior leaders early in the process of engineering a program will have a 
number of advantageous results. When involved in the design phase, senior leaders begin to feel a sense of 
ownership over the program. While that can occasionally complicate the process, it typically ensures the 
program will be resourced for success. Senior leader involvement also provides a higher-level perspective 
and clarifies what will be seen as a return on investment. 

Involvement of senior leaders during the actual delivery of the program also has a variety of benefits. First, 
it creates a prestige around the program and generates momentum for greater engagement and devotion 
from participants. Their involvement also encourages greater accountability and motivation to put forth 
meaningful effort. Finally, it provides participants with a unique window into organizational strategy, 
values, and direction which will serve as a frequent reference point when participants return to their normal 
workflow.

The key to this senior leader integration is clear communication. Every senior leader who is 
involved must understand the following:

1. the role you need them to play in the program

2. the message they need to deliver and/or reinforce

3. how their portion fits into the larger program

4. any critical atmospherics or contextual information that could potentially derail their contribution

https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-leadershipdevelopment-efforts-fail/
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DESIGN A TARGETED PROGRAM

The traditional perspective of “in-person learning is more effective” is being fundamentally challenged. 
Not only is technology advancing at an unprecedented rate, but the public’s negative bias towards digital 
learning is also starting to shift. These changes are opening the door to leader development providers to try 
new and exciting ways to deliver training in a highly cost-efficient, scalable, and timely way. The challenge 
is to marry these newfound training tools with the intended purpose and the target audience in a way that 
amplifies learning (rather than dampens it). This requires a thoughtful, programmatic approach.

ALIGNING NARRATIVE

Use a narrative lens when you begin architecting the program design. Leveraging a narrative structure has a 
handful of useful outcomes.

1. It forces you to identify the connections between critical topics and components in the program

2. It encourages you to adopt a flowing structure that reinforces central themes

3. It helps participants visualize the progressive developmental journey of the program

4. It makes marketing the program to participants and stakeholders far easier

UNIFIED, SCALABLE APPROACH

Organizational transformation or cultural change cannot take place in a piecemeal approach. If you want to 
drive real behavior change, you need a cascaded approach that creates a shared language and a collective 
understanding of critical concepts across all levels of the organization. Of course, the application of those 
concepts varies significantly depending on the level and experience of the leader, but a fundamental shared 
understanding is essential to catalyze lasting change. A sample of one cascaded approach can be found in 
Appendix B. 

This type of unified approach requires a strategic and thoughtful design because of the challenges 
associated with scalability. Leveraging technology is an obvious way to enhance scalability, but it isn’t the 
only way. Train-the-trainer methods, guided self-directed learning, and internal coaching/mentoring are 
additional ways to achieve leader development at scale. 

The key is to have access to a wide array of training methods that can be combined and adjusted to achieve 
the learning objectives for leaders at each targeted level in an economical way. If you don’t have the internal 
resources in place to offer these different learning methods, find a leader development provider who has the 
capabilities you need. Below is a number of learning methods to draw from: 

Status Quo – When do I have 
to use virtual or asynchronous 
training?

Alternative – When can I 
use virtual or asynchronous 
training?
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While there has been a significant shift in the public’s opinion of virtual training, there remains a skepticism 
that it can be as effective. This skepticism is well-founded. Traditional methods of online training were 
passive, generic, and tedious. Many organizations still employ these outdated methods, but there are far 
better ways that are lower cost and easily leveraged. 

The key is to overcome the ingrained skepticism by launching into interactivity right from the start of a 
virtual training experience. Participants need to immediately recognize that this isn’t the “old-school” virtual 
learning they’ve experienced before, and that their passive involvement is not acceptable. Below are a few 
suggestions you should consider leveraging and see Appendix C for additional recommendations.

• Pick a platform that is reliable, intuitive and user-friendly. A participant’s experience begins 
before the session begins. You need to pick technology that lowers any friction points and reduces any 
anxiety about virtual training in order to get participants in the right mindset to learn new ideas.

• Pick a platform that has multiple ways to encourage interactivity. The best virtual trainings 
switch up methods for delivering content every 5-7 minutes. Most platforms have a variety of 
capabilities to encourage interactivity – small group breakouts, chat functions, polls, annotation – but 
you must incorporate those capabilities into the design and prepare users on how to engage with them 
with clear instructions at the beginning of the session.

Figure 05
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TEST THE DESIGN: RED TEAMING

Once the program design has been completed, and a blueprint for the delivery of the program has been 
created, it may be tempting to rush straight into the launch of the program. But to ensure the full impact of 
the program is realized, it is important to test the design of the program. 

One method to vet the program blueprint is through Red Teaming – an approach designed to immediately 
diagnose problems by identifying vulnerabilities and risks associated with the future failure of a plan. While 
there are many different types of Red Teaming exercises, a particularly effective one for examining leader 
development program blueprints is the Pre-Mortem. This simple thought exercise is a quick way to test 
assumptions and prepare contingencies. A template and instructions to carry out a Pre-Mortem can be 
found in Appendix D. 

• Pick a platform that is mobile-friendly. It seems like an obvious statement, but participants need 
to be able to engage in leader development training from anywhere. Consider the use case scenarios 
and adjust your design to fit within those scenarios. For example, if you want to leverage worksheets 
during a session, you may need to consider making the PDF fillable and sized for a mobile device so 
that someone can still participate in an activity while they are on the move.

• Test and build in redundancies. If something could go wrong with a virtual training session, 
it probably will. Rather than bemoaning that fact, it is better to take the time to test the platform 
(different devices, different browsers, using the app vs. not using the app, etc.) and test the bandwidth/
setup for key speakers. Be sure to build in redundancies. The training team should all know what 
actions should be taken and who will take them if slides freeze, a speaker loses connection, or a 
participant needs help troubleshooting a tech issue.
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DELIVER THE EXPERIENCE

You need to recognize that your leaders are likely very busy and very stressed. Leader development, 
especially in an environment fraught with uncertainty, is typically very far down on a list of priorities. That 
places the onus on you to deliver high-impact training right from the start that moves the program from a 
“nice-to-have luxury” to a “need-to-have asset.” 

Many leader development providers make the mistake of trying to make their program interesting, exciting, 
or even entertaining. The logic behind this decision is relatively straightforward – they believe that if they 
can capture the participants’ attention, then they will be able to teach them something. The problem with 
this logic is that it fails to take into account that most learning is the result of discomfort. This discomfort 
may be rooted in any number of things – an uncomfortable workplace situation, a failing assignment, a tense 
interaction with a peer, physical pain, or simply a disenchantment with the status quo. Whatever the source, 
discomfort is a great motivator to drive the adoption of new behaviors to alleviate that discomfort or prevent 
future discomfort. It may seem counter-intuitive, but your leader development program should cause some 
degree of discomfort – participants should feel stretched beyond their comfort zone because that is where 
real learning takes place. 

It may not be a fit for every organization, but some organizations require participants to “apply” to be 
accepted into a program and then create a grading rubric such that not all leaders “pass” the program 
the first time. While there are implications from a performance management standpoint that should be 
considered, this type of truly challenging program has some important benefits. (1) Participants are 
motivated to engage with the learning and take something away. (2) Successful completion of a program is 
seen as a badge of honor within the organization generating momentum for future cohorts. (3) Completion 
of the program becomes a useful datapoint in leader succession discussions. 

Regardless if that type of structure is right for your organization, your leader development program should 
be difficult. There should be hard conversations, hard assignments, hard standards, and hard experiences. If 
your program does not produce a sense of accomplishment, then it likely isn’t achieving your objectives.

Status Quo – Will this 
engage the leaders?

Alternative – Will this 
stretch the leaders?
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DISCUSSION-BASED LEARNING

Often the most enlightening insights that participants take away from a session do not come from a 
facilitator. Rather, they come from the stories, lessons learned, and examples shared by their peers. While 
it takes a unique skillset to facilitate these meaningful exchanges and there is always the possibility of a 
conversation going awry, it is worth the effort. 

The most powerful discussions begin with powerful questions. Build open-ended questions throughout the 
program and create a variety of opportunities for participants to engage in conversations with groups of 
differing sizes. Be very aware of potential power distance – difference in authority, control, and influence 
between two individuals in a cohort. If participants perceive there may be a lack of psychological safety 
because a manager or influential leader is part of a discussion, they will naturally withhold their thoughts, 
which will negatively impact learning. As the designer, you need to try to construct cohorts that limit power 
distance and, if it is unavoidable, then build in mechanisms to minimize that impact. For example, use 
anonymized note cards or selective small group breakouts to enable participants to express their authentic 
thoughts and feelings without fear of reprisal.

Discussion-based learning can be particularly challenging when delivering virtual training, but it is 
not insurmountable. There are a number of good platforms that have integrated small-group breakout 
capabilities into their system. You can also leverage polling, chat activities, and annotation activities to spur 
conversation and drive discussion, despite the digital medium. To support your design of virtual training, see 
additional best practices and recommendations in Appendix C.
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SOCIAL LEARNING

Many leaders have busy schedules that leave little room for training, particularly in times of crisis when 
activities and meetings increase to keep pace with a rapidly evolving environment. It may therefore be 
tempting to design programs where training touchpoints occur multiple times, allowing participants to 
drop in and out depending on their schedules. The problem with this is that the participants in each session 
change, preventing the development of a true training cohort and hindering social learning.

Cohorts create a sense of belonging and accountability. This motivates learners to engage not only for their 
own development but to help their peers grow as well. The cohort has the added benefit of establishing a 
network of peers who are often cross-functional and may not normally interact. These network connections 
amplify the learning within the classroom because it provides alternative perspectives and diversity of 
thought that can inspire new ideas and novel solutions. The connections also persist outside of the classroom 
and enable participants to establish a healthy network that can be leveraged to share resources, bridge 
disconnected parts of the organization, and address cross-functional challenges.

YOU NEED AN ANALYTIC APPROACH
Identifying Facilitators through Network Analysis

A data-centric approach can be used to identify internal training facilitators that can be leveraged to scale 
leader development. Network analysis can highlight those individuals who are the culture carriers, network 
influencers and informal leaders of the organization. The individuals can be equipped through a train-the-
trainer program or integrated alongside third party facilitators to enhance the delivery of the program. 

LEVERAGING INFORMAL LEADERS
Global Healthcare Company

A global healthcare company had established 
an ‘Operational Excellence’ initiative that 
asked for employees to volunteer to become 
‘Operational Excellence Champions’. Our 
network analysis found that these volunteers 
occupied crucial positions within the 
organization, acting as both central connectors 
and brokers. 

Rather than artificially creating a cohort 
of facilitators, we were able to tap into this 
existing network of informal leaders – all 
of whom, as volunteers for the Operational 
Excellence initiative, were highly motivated 
in taking on additional roles in support of 
company objectives.

Figure 06
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PEER COACHING

Every leader development program faces the uphill challenge of maintaining momentum and driving 
application of key concepts back in the workflow. One powerful way to attack both challenges is with peer 
coaching. While two-person peer coaching can be very beneficial, creating a three-person peer team is often 
far more successful in the long-run. Peer coaching teams of three tend to meet more frequently and have 
more robust conversations because of the added social pressure to engage. 

Peer coaching teams should be encouraged to meet on a regular basis (bi-weekly or monthly is 
recommended) to discuss the application of key concepts, how they are training their teams, current 
leadership challenges, and other work-related situations. While the peer coaching teams should have 
the autonomy to discuss the most relevant and pressing situations they are facing as leaders, additional 
structure for these sessions can be provided by delivering suggested discussion questions to jumpstart the 
conversation and align it with the program’s goals.

CAPSTONE PROJECTS

A powerful way to complete a program is with a capstone project. When done correctly, these projects 
not only provide an opportunity to apply critical concepts in a challenging scenario, but they also deliver 
significant value for the enterprise, showcasing the return on investment (ROI) an organization has received. 
Capstone projects are most effective when they involve a defined challenge that has confounded the 
organization. 

Ideally, capstone projects are completed by cross-functional peer teams and supported by an executive sponsor 
who provides mentorship, context, and guidance throughout the project. In the best-case scenario, peer teams 
are then given the opportunity to present their results to select senior leaders. This culminating presentation 
celebrates their success, showcases the value of the firm’s investment in their professional development, and 
encourages senior leaders to implement the changes identified and/or piloted during the project.

INTEGRATING CAPSTONE PROJECTS INTO A LEADER DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

Global Quantitative Investment Firm

Participants were separated into three-person, cross-functional peer teams to work on Capstone Projects that 
sought to solve real company problems. Participants submitted proposals to the company’s Executive Team 
to choose their projects, with McChrystal coaching each group to prepare concise and meaningful briefs. The 
peer teams then engaged in monthly sessions to work on their projects, with conversations guided by a series of 
discussion questions developed and facilitated by McChrystal. 

At the end of the course, each team presented their findings to the Executive Team and the best projects were 
chosen to receive sponsorship so they could be implemented company-wide. The inclusion of Capstone 
Projects in this program not only provided an opportunity for participants to engage in action learning by 
working on products and processes that created real value for the company, but it also gave them greater 
exposure to the Executive Team.
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MEASURE AND THEN REFINE

Large-scale leadership development programs are a considerable investment of time, funding, and people 
resources. Therefore, leader development providers need to develop training that leads to measurable change 
across their organization in order to demonstrate ROI in the pipeline of leaders and increase the level of 
buy-in among participants. 

However, one of the most common pitfalls behind proving the effectiveness of leader development programs 
is often seen in the evaluation and refinement phase. A recent HBR study of 1,500 senior managers at 50 
organizations concluded that of the leaders interviewed, only “one in four reported that their companies’ 
learning and development function was critical to achieving business outcomes.” Evidently, many programs 
that aim to address the broad challenges of the organization do not provide tangible value for the leaders 
involved. In other words, the training doesn’t make the participants’ roles as leaders easier, better, or more 
fulfilling. Achieving personal ROI for those leaders who have committed to completing the program is 
arguably, just as important as achieving corporate ROI. Metrics are needed to measure both outcomes. 

Effectively measuring those outcomes requires the following steps:

1. Establish the baseline

2. Determine metrics

3. Capture data and draw conclusions 

While the above steps can ensure a holistic review of a leader development program’s impact, it is not enough 
to merely measure impact if those insights are not then used to refine the program for future iterations. 

ESTABLISH THE BASELINE

The individual Leader Assessment and Organizational Diagnostic can provide a baseline of current 
organization-wide performance and individual leadership tendencies, from which progress can be 
monitored over time. Gathering metrics surrounding a leader development program is meaningless if you 
have not first determined the current state of performance. This baseline should be firmly rooted in the 
original goals of the program. 

Status Quo – Was there an 
ROI for the organization?

Alternative – Was there an 
ROI for the organization and 
the leaders who participated?

https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-leadership-training-fails-and-what-to-do-about-it
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DETERMINE THE METRICS

During the design phase it is critical to identify what metrics of success best align with the program 
objectives. Metrics of success can contain but are not limited to: 

1. Adherence to course timeline and agenda 

2. Decision making processes (cultural + strategy oriented) before, during and after the program 

3. Volume of mentors per leader

4. Ability to identify and apply key financial metrics to management goals 

5. Engagement scores from participants and/or the direct reports of participants 

6. Net promoter scores from participants

7. Completion rates

While quantitative data is often perceived as more rigorous and definitive than qualitative data, the truth is 
both types of metrics are valuable and both are imperfect. Often the most meaningful data are those that 
incorporate both types of metrics.

CAPTURE DATA AND DRAW CONCLUSIONS 

It is essential that data is gathered throughout the program, not merely at its conclusion. Not only does this 
ongoing practice provide more accurate data, but it also allows for course correction along the way. Below 
are a few different vehicles for capturing data.

• Course evaluation surveys

• Participant / stakeholder interviews 

• Tracking interaction with digital platforms and completion of assignments

• Knowledge assessments / quizzes 

• Pulse surveys on key behavior change goals

• Report outs from peer team liaisons and small group facilitators

• After Action Reviews (see Appendix E for a template)

Ensure that you employ an intuitive knowledge management system that will hold and organize the data for 
later usage. Without a reliable system in place, it is a foregone conclusion that critical insights will be lost 
which will impede future improvement. This system must include a sensible way to capture the context in 
which the data was collected. Data on its own can be misconstrued, misrepresented, and misunderstood. 
Data must be wrapped in context if you want to draw meaningful conclusions from it.

REFINING THE PROGRAM

Measuring program outcomes is meaningless if the data collected is not then used to inform future 
programs. Engineering a leader development program is a cyclical endeavor, with the insights gleaned 
from each program delivery used to improve all future iterations. Refinement should be conducted in a 
systematic, data-driven process. Fight the urge to make sweeping changes to a program based on singular 
anecdotes or your own gut instinct. One simple, but effective process you can use is the Stop / Start / 
Continue technique (see Appendix F). Use the collective wisdom of your stakeholders and pull past 
participants into the process to ensure proposed changes to the program will hit the mark and ultimately 
equip your leaders to have a greater impact on your organization. 
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YOU NEED AN ANALYTIC APPROACH
Measure and Refine

To evaluate the impact of leadership development programs, analytics can be leveraged to track individual, 
team, and unit performance on key indicators of success such as communication and decision-making 
metrics, as well as interpersonal factors such as team engagement and organizational support. Through 
identifying the key performance indicators that align with the specific goals of a training program 
organizations can utilize year over year analytics such as the Organizational Diagnostic and the Network 
Analysis to visualize change. 

Additionally, individual analytics tools such as pulse surveys can also be used to identify which behaviors 
are transferring to the work role, and where there may be operational or situational roadblocks impeding 
behavior change. This continuous information gathering allows iteration and refinement of the leadership 
development program, as well as identifies possible areas of procedural or process improvement.

LEVERAGING COMMUNICATIONS BEHAVIORS
Global Investment Firm

Within a Global Investment Firm, the Organizational Diagnostic identified a lack of empowerment and 
communication behaviors at the mid management level. These leaders were not actively leveraging their networks. 
McChrystal Group implemented a 9-month leader development program that targeted these critical leaders and 
focused on equipping them to build purposeful connections and improve their empowered execution. 

Following the training program, a subsequent 
diagnostic found that those who participated 
in the training program cohort saw a 
disproportionate increase in the number of times 
they were leveraged as valuable information 
resources from the first diagnostic to the second 
(cohort: 134%, peer comparison group: 17%). 
An increase in the number of times those 
leaders were mentioned as a good source of 
information signaled that the cohort’s influence 
on the organization’s network had increased – 
magnifying their reach and impact. 

Figure 07
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APPENDIX A: NEEDS ANALYSIS TEMPLATE

1. BACKGROUND

General overview of the organization and the industry

Suggested questions:

• What is your org structure? What is your 2020 strategy? Who are your biggest competitors?

• What industry trends are specifically top of mind for you and leadership?

2. CHALLENGES AND OBJECTIVES 

What do the organization and the participants hope to achieve?

Suggested questions:

• Current challenges your organization/team are facing? 

• What is your ideal outcome for the program? What does winning look like? How will you know that you 
achieved what you set out to? If you are successful, how would this move your organization forward. 

• What do participants hope to get out this? What are their expectations? 

• What is the sentiment about work with 3rd party vendors/consultants? 
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3. ATMOSPHERICS 

Description of the participant’s roles, what their relationship is to one another, and how will 
they engage best with the material and facilitators

Suggested questions:

• Participants level, function, and position in the company?

• How well do they know each other? Are they geographically dispersed? 

• What is the personality/dynamics of the group? Are they comfortable speaking up? Will they be in the 
same room as their managers? Is there a high-level of trust? Are there any specific words/phrases that 
are hot-button issues and should be avoided? 

• Who, if anyone, will be in attendance from senior leadership team? 

4. CULTURE 

Suggested questions:

• How would you describe your culture? What does your organizational culture value/emphasize?

• Are you open to experiential learning activities? 

• How do you train your people? What trainings have you tried? What about them made them 
insufficient, ineffective, or successful? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX B: CASCADED LEADER DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAM (SAMPLE)
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The below paragraphs outline best practices for virtual training, broken down for each role involved in the 
delivery of virtual training.

1. FACILITATORS

Before

• Have an ethernet cable straight to the router, if you can. This will provide more a more reliable internet 
connection than wifi

• Ensure all facilitators delivering for each teaching touchpoint can speak to all aspects of the brief in 
case one has a technology breakdown

• If using any additional collaborative features – such as whiteboarding, break-out groups or polling – 
practice during the run-through

• If you have never been on camera before, schedule 15 minutes with the Program Manager or a 
member of the AV team to check that your remote set-up is sufficient to deliver quality content. This 
check must be carried out far enough in advance that changes can be made before training delivery 
(e.g. acquiring additional lighting if the room is poorly lit)

• Have an FAQ at hand to help you prepare for any questions asked throughout the session

• Quit out of any programs that make sound and silence your phone before you start delivery

• Make sure the training administrator has your phone number for emergencies

During

• At the start: indicate who the expected audience is, and your intended takeaways

• When your camera is on, assume you are live

• Don’t be looking down or at your phone, look into the camera or at your co-briefer if co-located

• When the Q&A moderator says your name, look into the camera

• Use verbal cues when switching between speakers or slides

• ”as you can see…” or “now I’ll throw it to my co-host” or “now let’s take some questions, Q&A 
Moderator, what do you have?”

• Give yourself time to think about a question answer by repeating the question or allowing yourself a 
few seconds of silence to think

• Avoid Acronyms – assume no one knows what you mean unless you’ve spelled it out and explained it

• Careful with repetitious word choice – use synonyms 

• Careful not to fidgete

• Don’t wait to talk until you can see you’re on screen; there may be a delay between your screen and the 
audience

• Close out by reiterating the main point you want them to take away from this training session

APPENDIX C: BEST PRACTICES FOR VIRTUAL TRAINING
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2. CHAT/Q&A MODERATORS

Ideally, each training session will have two moderators:

Before

During

CHAT MODERATOR Q&A MODERATOR

• Sends welcome and thank you messages in chat

• Reading and replying to chat

• Pushing relevant questions to Q&A Moderator

• And/or encouraging participants to put 
their questions in Q&A

• Assists sifting through Q&A as necessary

• On-camera personality

• Defines rules of the road at the start of the 
webinar

• Reading and replying to Q&A

• Pushing relevant questions to facilitators verbally

• Reminds participants at the end that they will 
receive a recording and more materials at close

CHAT MODERATOR Q&A MODERATOR

• Have an FAQ with answers ready to drop in the 
chat

• Have canned language at hand for intro, during, 
and end messages

• Be sure you know all the content, should a 
facilitator fall off and you need to jump in

• If you’ve never appeared on camera before, 
schedule 15 minutes with the Program Manager 
or a member of the AV team before the run-
through

• Have a set of questions ready for the presenter if 
the chat doesn’t have any

• Ask ahead of time: are you sending the follow-up 
email or are the facilitators?

CHAT MODERATOR Q&A MODERATOR

• Post the intro immediately and then 10 minutes 
later to welcome stragglers

• Pay attention to whom the participants have sent 
their message, and reply accordingly

• If they sent to ”all panelists and 
participants” reply to the same

• If they sent to ”all panelists” reply directly 
to them

• When sending questions to Q&A moderator use 
this format: 

• Name asks, “question”

• After Administrator says “go”, count 20 seconds 
before you start talking

• Always introduce all facilitators and moderators 
on the call before getting into content

• Read out the name of the question asker, when 
given

• Direct questions to both of the facilitators

• Close out the presentation before the Q&A 
section
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3. ADMINISTRATOR

Before

• Set up a chat channel for everyone involved prior to the webinar run-through – this will allow for 
behind-the-scenes communications throughout the session

• Check settings 10-15 minutes before the run through starts:

• All panelists added

• Participant settings

• Hide non-video participants

• During run through, encourage the facilitators to practice everything they will do live

• Whiteboarding

• Screen Sharing

• Before you click “Broadcast”, remind the Q&A Moderator to count 20 seconds before they start talking

• Get phone numbers for facilitators in case of emergency e.g. wifi loss or dropped call

During

• Use the chat channel for all comms among the team

• Collect feedback on presentation as it comes in, but don’t share with the facilitators until after the fact

• If you are controlling slides, it may be easier to move between slides when the camera is on faces only, 
if you can

• Direct the Q&A moderator to send questions to both facilitators

• Direct Q&A moderator to close out the presentation before the Q&A section 

After

• Conduct a five-minute After Action Review immediately following the session and capture all lessons 
learned to be integrated for the next training session

4. CONTENT AND SLIDES

WHEN DESIGNING CONTENT WHEN BUILDING SLIDES

• Open with a story

• Within the first 10 minutes, flow from a story, to 
introductory content, to questions

• Keep it practical and to the point

• Keep it relevant to the current operating 
environment

• Encourage conversation and questions 
throughout

• Use more images and infographics; less text

• Avoid videos; they never work

• Try to keep font thick, big, and BOLD

• No font below 20pt

• More slides, not more on a slide

• If something can be a talk-track instead of text 
on the slide, remove it from the slide

• Be aware you won’t be able to see speaker notes 
when presenting, keep those in a separate doc if 
necessary
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5. VISUALS

Lighting:

• Have natural lighting on your face; Sit facing the window

• Avoid having light behind you

Background:

• As simple as possible, but not completely blank if possible

• Background hack: buy gray poster board and put it a few feet behind you

• Ensure your entire background is covered by the poster board

• If sitting: sit on a stool, backless chair, or a chair with a low back

Framing: 

• Camera should be placed at eye-level, parallel to your face or slightly above you

• There should be two to four inches of clear space above your head

• You should be centered in the middle of the screen, with equal space on both sides

• Leave your camera on for the whole session

Clothing:

• Business Casual

• Don’t wear the same color as your background

• Wear comfortable shoes if standing, or comfortable pants/skirt if sitting
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APPENDIX D: PRE-MORTEM ANALYSIS TEMPLATE

EXERCISE DESCRIPTION

A Pre-Mortem Analysis is an exercise that assists an organization or leader to identify the causes that might 
lead an upcoming project, program, or event to fail. This exercise will help to identify the causes, weight the 
criticality of those causes, and determine early warning indicators which, in turn, would better prepare you 
and your team to develop mitigation plans.

EXERCISE OBJECTIVES
• Identify likely causes for failure for an upcoming project, program, or event.

• Evaluate which of those causes must be modified and stopped far in advance.

• Ensure that you and your team (if appropriate) see the risks to success the same.

EXERCISE PREPARATION
• Before you can carry out a pre-mortem exercise, you must first identify what is being analyzed. Rather 

than trying to analyze the entire design blueprint for your leader development program, you will want 
to identify specific aspects, components or events to analyze in turn. Questions that can be asked to 
help identify the issue that should be subjected to the Pre-Mortem Analysis include:

• Have you pressure tested the plan?

• Do you believe the team understands and agrees with all aspects of your training plan?

• The topic for analysis should be written down and should not exceed one page.

• Share the one-pager with your team and others in advance so that they come into the exercise with a 
shared understanding of the specific issue being examined. The participants should ideally consist of a 
mix of people both inside and outside of the training program development process.
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STEP 1

• Begin the meeting or team video chat.

• Summarize the project, plan or event that will be subjected to the Pre-Mortem Analysis and ask if it is clear to 
everyone. (Align with one-pager or memo described above in Preparation).

• Ask if anyone has questions or needs clarification before moving to step 2.

STEP 2

• Ask participants to imagine some point in the future—one week, three months, a few years, or the day after an 
event—where the initiative has failed and type up as many causes or reasons as they can in three minutes.

STEP 3

• After participants finish their list, ask them to provide a criticality score next to each cause/reason they’ve 
identified (see Pre-Mortem Worksheet).

• Note the score is on a scale of 1-5 (1=unimportant to 5=extremely important).

• Next, ask them to provide a probability estimate next to each cause/reason they’ve identified (See Pre-Mortem 
Worksheet).

• Note the score is on a scale of 0%-100% (0%=impossible to 100%=certain to occur).

STEP 4

• Ask participants to share their name, function, and the causes/reasons they scored as a 4 or 5 or a 50% or more 
(one at a time). If the group is large, ask participants to post it in a group chat channel. Depending on the size of 
the group, think through what reporting approach best respects time.

STEP 5

• Once everyone speaks or posts in the channel, ask the group to take five minutes to read what everyone has 
written or reflect on what was said.

STEP 6

• Open the floor for a discussion:

• Are you presently doing these things, or are these behaviors prevalent? Why?

• Are there early warning indicators that could hint at these occurring? Are you tracking them? Could you?

• What would be required to stop or modify these things? Why aren’t, or won’t, they be stopped or modified?

• Can you do anything to alter the causes or reasons that are external?

• Identify themes that emerge: internal (leadership, culture, behavioral, ethical, moral implausible goals) and 
external (economic downturn, customer rejection, regulatory response, malicious activity).

• Using Slido or another platform where anonymity can be maintained, the group votes on the top five causes/ 
reasons for failure they have identified, which must be stopped or substantially modified.

• Capture the five causes/reasons and send a brief summary to all who participated along with next steps, if any, for 
what you plan to do to address these risks.

STEP-BY-STEP INSTRUCTIONS
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CAUSES AND REASONS FOR FAILURE: CRITICALITY: PROBABILITY:

PRE-MORTEM WORKSHEET
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APPENDIX E: AFTER ACTION REVIEW TEMPLATE

SUSTAIN IMPROVE RESOLUTIONS

Content

• Did the module resonate?

• Was it specific/relative to 
the client? 

• Was it at the right altitude?

Facilitation and  
Engagement

• What is important for 
facilitators to know?

• Level of interaction? 

Activities

Worksheet/ 
Accompanying 
Resources

Logistics

• Group Size

• Facilitator #
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APPENDIX F: PROGRAM REFINEMENT TEMPLATE

Stop/Start/Continue is a valuable approach that you can constantly leverage to evaluate how a leader 
developmvent program is progressing so far, revealing where you can lean in to areas of strength while 
course-correcting for areas that have not had the desired impact.

STOP: What specific actions needs to stop?
START: What specific actions need to begin? 
CONTINUE: What specific actions are showing positive results and therefore should continue?

STOP START CONTINUE
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McChrystal is your people performance partner. We help organizations leverage 
human potential to achieve business outcomes by applying our Team of Teams 

framework to three critical areas of performance: developing your leaders, 
implementing strategy, and measuring your organization’s performance.


