
LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT SHOULD 
NOT BE RESERVED FOR 
THE FEW
Organizat ions increasingly need leadership 
capacit y at  every level as work grows more 
complex and collaborat ive, yet  most  leadership 
development  st il l t arget s a small group of 
?high- pot ent ial? employees. New research 
highlight s scalable, experience- based 
approaches t hat  help employees develop 
leadership t hrough everyday work.
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Summary
Organizat ions consist ent ly say t hey need more leaders at  more levels, especially as 
complexit y, uncert aint y, and collaborat ion become cent ral t o modern work. Yet  
most  leadership development  ef fort s st il l focus on a small group of 
?high- pot ent ial? employees while overlooking t he broader workforce. In a 
fort hcoming paper in Academy of Management  Learning and Educat ion, Susan 
Ashford, Ned Wellman, and Josh Sweet en argue t hat  resolving t his t ension 
necessit at es a fundament al shift  in how organizat ions t hink about  leader 
development .

Wellman? Professor of Management  and Ent repreneurship at  Arizona St at e 
Universit y and Af f il iat e of t he Cent er for Innovat ive Leadership at  t he Johns 
Hopkins Carey Business School? and his coaut hors propose a scalable, 
experience- based approach t hat  helps all employees learn how t o grow as leaders 
t hrough t heir everyday work. Their cent ral insight  is simple but  powerful: 
leadership capacit y expands when organizat ions t each people how t o learn f rom 
experience and creat e syst ems t hat  support  t hat  learning at  scale.

The Leadership Challenge
Organizat ions t oday face a growing cont radict ion. Leaders regularly emphasize t he 
import ance of agil it y, collaborat ion, innovat ion, and dist ribut ed decision- making, 
yet  many cont inue t o rely on leadership development  syst ems designed for a much 
dif ferent  era. Tradit ional programs oft en ident ify a small percent age of employees 
as ?high pot ent ial,? invest  heavily in t heir development , and implicit ly signal t o 
everyone else t hat  leadership is not  t heir responsibil it y.

This approach creat es more t han a t alent  bott leneck. It  narrows how leadership 
it self is underst ood.

In fast - moving organizat ions, leadership increasingly emerges t hrough moment s 
rat her t han t it les. Employees inf luence t eams wit hout  formal aut horit y. Individuals 
st ep forward during crises, navigat e ambiguit y, coordinat e across silos, and help 
ot hers adapt  t o change. Yet  many organizat ions cont inue t o t reat  leadership as 
somet hing reserved primarily for t hose already posit ioned near t he t op of t he 
hierarchy.



The result  is a syst em t hat  oft en underdevelops t he very leadership capacit y 
organizat ions claim t hey need most . As environment s become more uncert ain and 
work becomes more int erdependent , organizat ions require leadership t hat  is more 
dist ribut ed, adapt ive, and embedded t hroughout  t he workforce rat her t han 
concent rat ed in a select  few individuals.

Gett ing to the Source of the 
Problem
The researchers argue t hat  many leadership development  syst ems remain root ed 
in a ?heroic? model of leadership. This model assumes leaders are except ional 
individuals wit h rare qualit ies who can be ident if ied early and prepared for 
increasingly senior posit ions.

While t his assumpt ion has shaped leadership development  for decades, t he 
aut hors not e t hat  research increasingly point s in anot her direct ion. Ef fect ive 
leadership is not  t ied t o one personalit y t ype, leadership st yle, or formal role. 
Inst ead, leadership oft en develops t hrough experience, self- awareness, 
experiment at ion, and ref lect ion.

The art icle builds on a longst anding insight  in leadership research: people primarily 
develop leadership capabil it ies t hrough challenging work experiences rat her t han 
classroom inst ruct ion alone. But  t he aut hors ext end t his argument  furt her. 
Experience it self is not  enough. Employees only grow f rom experience when t hey 
act ively learn f rom it .

This dist inct ion becomes crit ical.

Organizat ions f requent ly provide st ret ch assignment s, new responsibil it ies, or 
dif f icult  project s and assume leadership growt h wil l nat urally fol low. The aut hors 
argue t hat  growt h depends less on t he experience it self and more on whet her 
individuals know how t o int erpret  challenges, seek feedback, experiment  w it h new 
behaviors, and ref lect  on what  t hey are learning.

In ot her words, leadership development  is not  simply about  exposing people t o 
experiences. It  is about  helping people develop t he capacit y t o learn f rom 
experience cont inuously.

New Findings wit h Implicat ions for Leadership Development

At  t he cent er of t he art icle is a ?f l ipped- script ? model of leadership development  
t hat  shift s att ent ion away f rom elit e programs and t oward scalable syst ems t hat  
support  growt h across t he organizat ion.



The researchers ident ify several condit ions t hat  make leadership growt h more 
l ikely.

First , employees must  begin t o see t hemselves as capable of leadership. The 
adopt ion of a ?leader ident it y? matt ers because individuals who view leadership as 
part  of who t hey are become more wil l ing t o experiment , t ake int erpersonal risks, 
and engage in leadership behaviors even wit hout  formal aut horit y

Second, leadership growt h depends on mot ivat ion. Employees are more l ikely t o 
pursue development  when t hey see leadership growt h as meaningful, connect ed t o 
purpose, or al igned wit h t he t ype of person t hey want  t o become.

Third, growt h requires a mindset  shift . Individuals who believe leadership abil it y 
can evolve are more wil l ing t o accept  feedback, adapt  t heir behavior, and persist  
t hrough set backs.

The art icle also ref rames leadership growt h as an ongoing cycle of learning rat her 
t han a one- t ime program experience. Ef fect ive development  involves ident ifying a 
specif ic area for growt h, experiment ing wit h new behaviors, seeking feedback, 
adjust ing based on what  is learned, and ref lect ing on t he emot ional challenges 
t hat  accompany growt h.

Import ant ly, t he aut hors emphasize t hat  leadership growt h oft en develops t hrough 
small, int ent ional experiment s rat her t han dramat ic t ransformat ions. An employee 
may focus on l ist ening more carefully in meet ings, asking bett er quest ions, 
becoming more approachable, or responding t o conf l ict  dif ferent ly. Over t ime, 
t hese increment al adjust ment s accumulat e int o more ef fect ive leadership pract ice.

The aut hors also argue t hat  organizat ions now have new opport unit ies t o support  
t his kind of growt h at  scale t hrough emerging t echnologies and more adapt ive 
development  syst ems. To explain how organizat ions can scale leadership 
development  ef fect ively, t hey int roduce f ive dimensions of scale t hat  move 
development  beyond t radit ional t raining programs. Spread focuses on expanding 
access t o leadership development  opport unit ies across t he organizat ion, not  only 
for employees already ident if ied for advancement . Dept h emphasizes meaningful 
personal growt h by st rengt hening leader ident it y, self- awareness, and aut hent ic 
leadership pract ice. Shift  involves t ransferring ownership of development  f rom 
organizat ional el it es t o employees t hemselves, encouraging individuals t o act ively 
direct  t heir own growt h. Evolut ion highlight s t he need for leadership development  
syst ems t o cont inuously adapt  based on part icipant  feedback, changing 
organizat ional needs, and emerging t echnologies. Finally, Sust ainabil it y focuses on 
embedding leadership growt h int o organizat ional cult ure so development  becomes 
an ongoing organizat ional pract ice rat her t han a t emporary init iat ive.



The art icle ult imat ely challenges leaders t o t hink dif ferent ly about  where 
leadership capabil it y resides and how it  develops.

One import ant  implicat ion is t hat  leadership development  should no longer be 
viewed primarily as a succession- planning exercise for fut ure execut ives. Inst ead, 
it  should be underst ood as organizat ional inf rast ruct ure t hat  st rengt hens t he 
collect ive capacit y of people t hroughout  t he syst em t o navigat e uncert aint y, 
collaborat e ef fect ively, and adapt  in real t ime. 

This shift  changes t he role of organizat ional leaders t hemselves.

Leaders become less responsible for ident ifying a select  few ?fut ure leaders? and 
more responsible for creat ing t he condit ions under which leadership can emerge 
broadly. That  includes creat ing cult ures where experiment at ion is safe, feedback is 
normalized, ref lect ion is encouraged, and growt h is expect ed rat her t han 
except ional.

The f indings also reinforce t he import ance of psychological safet y and 
development al cult ure. Employees are unlikely t o engage in leadership 
experiment at ion if m ist akes are punished, feedback feels t hreat ening, or 
leadership remains associat ed exclusively wit h hierarchy and aut horit y.

The art icle furt her suggest s t hat  organizat ions should ret hink t he relat ionship 
bet ween leadership development  and inclusion. Tradit ional high- pot ent ial syst ems 
oft en reinforce exist ing power st ruct ures and overlook individuals whose 
leadership capabil it ies may not  f it  convent ional expect at ions. A broader 
development al approach may help organizat ions surface more diverse leadership 
perspect ives and unlock leadership pot ent ial t hat  formal syst ems rout inely miss.

Perhaps most  import ant ly, t he research ref rames leadership development  f rom an 
episodic act ivit y int o a cont inuous pract ice embedded in work it self. Leadership 
growt h becomes less about  att ending programs and more about  how individuals 
int erpret  and respond t o t he challenges t hey encount er every day.

What  This Means for Leaders

Technologies such as AI coaching t ools, digit al feedback syst ems, peer learning 
plat forms, and virt ual ref lect ion environment s can help employees personalize 
t heir development  while making leadership learning more broadly accessible. 
Rat her t han relying solely on episodic workshops or el it e leadership programs, 
organizat ions can embed leadership growt h direct ly int o t he everyday work of 
employees across t he organizat ion.



Ashford, Wellman, and Sweet en of fer a compell ing challenge t o organizat ions t hat  
cont inue t o approach leadership development  as an exclusive invest ment  for a 
small group of employees. In increasingly uncert ain environment s, organizat ions 
cannot  af ford t o l im it  leadership growt h t o formal aut horit y st ruct ures or el it e 
t alent  pools.

The fut ure of leadership development  may depend less on ident ifying except ional 
individuals and more on helping ordinary employees recognize t heir capacit y t o 
lead in t he moment s t hat  matt er most .

Organizat ions t hat  build syst ems support ing cont inuous growt h, experiment at ion, 
ref lect ion, and shared leadership are l ikely t o st rengt hen not  only individual 
leaders, but  also t he collect ive adapt abil it y of t he organizat ion it self.

Leadership, t he aut hors suggest , should not  funct ion l ike a luxury good reserved 
for t he few. It  should be t reat ed as a capabil it y t hat  organizat ions int ent ionally 
cult ivat e across t he many.

A Dif ferent  Way t o Think About  Leadership Growt h

Access the full research paper here: Access t he ful l research paper here: 
Ashford, S. J., Wellman, N., & Sweet en, J. R. (2026). Leadership should not  be 
a luxury good: Scaling leader development  for t he forgott en 
majorit y. Academy of Management Learning and Education.
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