
Leadership development sounds straightforward on paper: identify the competencies, teach them, measure
progress, repeat. In practice, leadership competencies behave more like skills in a craft. They develop unevenly,
show up differently depending on the level of the leader, and are influenced by incentives, team dynamics, and the
quality of day-to-day coaching.

When organizations say they want “leadership at all levels,” they often mean everyone should become more
effective at influencing without authority, more reliable at executing plans, and better at making decisions under
uncertainty. Those goals are real. What’s harder is building a system that respects the differences between a first-
time supervisor, a mid-level manager owning a function, and a senior leader shaping strategy across boundaries.

This article focuses on how to develop leadership competencies across levels without turning the work into a
generic training calendar. The central idea is simple: design the competency model so it scales, then back it with
coaching, practice, and feedback loops that match the real work of each level.

Leadership competencies are not one-size-fits-all
Competencies are often described like they’re traits you either have or you don’t. That framing leads to
disappointing outcomes. The truth is that most leadership competencies are observable behaviors that depend on
context.

Take “decision-making.” A new manager deciding how to handle a schedule conflict with one team is not the same
problem as a senior leader deciding whether to restructure around customer segments. Both require judgment,
but the inputs are different, the time horizons differ, the risk tolerance differs, and the stakeholder web is far larger.

Another example is “communication.” At the frontline, communication can mean clarifying priorities, reducing
confusion, and removing blockers fast. At higher levels, communication becomes more about narrative and
alignment, the ability to make trade-offs understandable, and the skill to influence leaders who do not report to
you.

If your competency model treats these as identical behaviors, you end up teaching the wrong things to the wrong
people. Learners will nod along in training and then fail in the situations that actually matter. Or they will perform
the behavior superficially, because it looks good in a workshop but doesn’t hold up under pressure.

A practical way to avoid that trap is to build level-specific expectations inside the competency itself. Instead of
“communication” as a single bucket, spell out what “good” looks like at different scopes.

In my experience, the biggest improvement comes when competency definitions include both a behavioral
description and a scope indicator: what the leader influences, how many people are involved, what the time
horizon looks like, and what decisions are being made.

Start by mapping competencies to the work leaders do
Competencies become credible when they connect to the day-to-day problems leaders actually face. If your
leadership model is disconnected from operational reality, people treat it as HR language, not a tool.

A useful starting point is job mapping. Look at how leaders spend their time. For each level, capture the repeated
leadership work: prioritization, resource allocation, handling performance issues, making calls with incomplete
information, partnering across functions, and driving continuous improvement.

At the supervisor level, the work usually looks like:



turning goals into weekly actions,

coaching execution,

managing conflicts close to the work,

and protecting the team from churn.

At the manager level, the work often expands into:

running a portfolio of initiatives,

coordinating dependencies,

setting standards for quality and throughput,

and negotiating trade-offs.

At senior levels, the work becomes:

shaping strategy and investment choices,

building organizational capabilities,

aligning leadership teams,

and navigating uncertainty across markets, regulation, and long-range customer needs.

When you map competencies to those realities, you can see where each competency should strengthen. For
instance, “coaching” for a supervisor might focus on immediate performance improvement through short feedback
cycles. For a manager, coaching may include developing leaders in their charge and building a culture of
accountability. For a senior leader, coaching often shifts toward talent strategy, succession planning, and
influencing the leadership system itself.

This is also where you can avoid human resources performance management a subtle but common failure.
Many organizations focus development on the “people skills” while ignoring the operational leverage leadership
provides. A good competency model includes both. Execution, prioritization, and resource decisions are leadership
work too.

Define level behaviors, not just competency names
Most competency frameworks list a handful of titles and descriptions, but they stop short of giving leaders clear
examples at each level. That creates a gap between expectation and behavior.

A stronger approach is to create a competency glossary that includes:

the behavioral pattern you expect,

the scope at each level,

and a “signal” for what the organization should look for.

For “accountability,” the behavioral pattern might be: align on outcomes, track leading indicators, intervene early,
and remove obstacles. The scope indicator at supervisor level might be team deliverables in one product or
process area. At manager level, it might be cross-team outcomes. At senior level, it might be organizational
commitments tied to multi-quarter results.

The signal is important. Without it, assessments get subjective. For example, an observer might say a leader is
“accountable” because they “care.” A better signal is specific: the leader escalates risks early, clarifies ownership, and
adjusts plans based on data rather than hope.
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You can build this in a lightweight way. For each competency, create a single paragraph that describes what it
looks like and then add a short set of level expectations written in plain language. This avoids turning the
document into a thick HR manual that nobody reads.

Use practice, not just instruction
Leadership competencies grow through practice. Training helps, but practice does the heavy lifting. Practice means
leaders experience the competency in the same muscles they will use later, with feedback that helps them correct
course.

A common mistake is to schedule a series of seminars and call it development. The problem with that model is
that seminars don’t replicate the conditions leadership creates: ambiguity, competing priorities, real stakes, and
interpersonal tension.

To build practice into development, you need structured situations leaders can safely navigate and then reflect on.

Examples from real work tend to work better than abstract simulations. If you want leaders to improve “influence,”
have them lead a cross-functional planning conversation where they need resources from another team. If you
want “stakeholder management,” give them an opportunity to respond to a service disruption or a customer
escalation that involves multiple parties. If you want “strategy communication,” ask them to present trade-offs in
front of a leadership audience and capture decision outcomes.

Practice should also be tied to coaching. If people run the scenario and then get no feedback until the next
quarter, they will normalize their current habits. The most effective coaching I’ve seen comes within days, not
months, and focuses on one or two high-leverage behaviors rather than trying to fix everything at once.

Make feedback loops fast enough to matter
Leadership development stalls when feedback arrives after the learning opportunity has passed. A quarterly review
can be useful, but it often comes too late for behavioral adjustment.

There are two kinds of feedback to design for: developmental feedback and performance feedback. Developmental
feedback improves the person’s approach. Performance feedback determines outcomes.

At the supervisor level, developmental feedback can be embedded in weekly rhythms. After team meetings, ask
questions like: What did you decide? What did you ask others to do? Where did confusion persist? That kind of
reflection is quick, practical, and specific.

At the manager level, feedback often needs to focus on decision quality and alignment. Review how initiatives were
staffed, how risks were communicated, how dependencies were managed, and whether commitments were
realistic. If a project missed targets, don’t stop at “what went wrong.” Focus on how decisions and escalation
worked, and what would change the next time.

At senior levels, feedback can be more indirect but still concrete. Did the leader create alignment without
oversimplifying the truth? Did they make trade-offs clear? Did the organization learn across teams? Senior leaders
often operate through others, so feedback should include signals from the people executing under them: what was
clarified, what was delayed, and what changed as a result of their decisions.

One technique I’ve used with success is to define a few observable “leadership moves” per level and track whether
leaders are demonstrating them in the field. Moves might include:

clarifying next steps in meetings,



escalating risks within a defined window,

coaching a direct report using a structured approach,

or translating data into decisions.

The key is measurability without turning everything into checkboxes.

Build a competency ladder that evolves with scope
If you want leadership development across levels, you need a ladder. But not a ladder that treats level progression
as simply “more of the same.” Each step should increase scope and complexity.

At the supervisor level, leaders often need:

clarity of priorities,

consistency in coaching and follow-up,

and the ability to handle performance concerns without avoiding hard conversations.

At the manager level, leaders need:

the discipline to manage trade-offs,

a reliable system for execution and measurement,

and the skill to influence peers to achieve shared outcomes.

At senior levels, leaders need:

the ability to set direction under uncertainty,

build leadership capability across the organization,

and manage complexity involving multiple stakeholders and time horizons.

A ladder becomes real when it guides promotion decisions and development plans. If promotion criteria say
“strategic thinking,” but the development plan only includes communication workshops, candidates will disappoint
once they hit new scope.

To keep the ladder coherent, ensure that each level’s competency behaviors include:

scope (team, function, enterprise),

horizon (weeks, quarters, years),

stakeholder complexity (direct reports, peers, executive leadership),

and risk profile (operational mistakes, strategic trade-offs, reputation and compliance).

That doesn’t require a complex system. It requires consistent thinking about what changes with scope.

Coaching must match the level, or it becomes noise
Coaching is often offered as a generic perk. For leadership development, generic coaching can be worse than none,
because it increases the chance leaders will optimize for what feels safe rather than what their role actually
demands.

Coaching for first-time leaders typically works best when it is close to the work, practical, and focused on habits. A
new supervisor might need help with how to run one-on-ones that are not just status updates, how to handle
underperformance early, and how to set expectations in a way people understand.



Coaching for managers tends to shift toward execution system design. Many managers know how to talk about
strategy, but they struggle to translate it into rhythms: review cadence, metrics, risk tracking, staffing decisions,
and escalation paths. Coaching here should help them build a sustainable management operating system.

For senior leaders, coaching often focuses on how they influence decisions that happen beyond their direct
control. That includes shaping executive discussions, aligning diverse leaders, and maintaining credibility while
pushing for change. Senior coaching frequently involves strategic context, pattern recognition, and decision
hygiene. It also involves learning how to communicate trade-offs in ways that preserve trust.

Different levels require different coaching questions. If your coaching library has the same questions for everyone,
you should expect shallow growth.

Select assessments that reveal behavior, not charisma
Assessments can support development, but only if you treat them as evidence, not verdicts.

360 feedback, for example, can be valuable, but only when:

you interpret it with context,

you look for patterns rather than single scores,

and you connect feedback to specific behaviors.

A high charisma score with low follow-through signals a potential gap in accountability behaviors. High scores in
“communication” might hide poor decision clarity. A low score in “collaboration” could reflect boundary-setting
issues rather than lack of cooperation.

Also, be careful about over-relying on psychometric tests. They can help with self-awareness, but leadership
competency requires operational behavior. If the only development activity after testing is self-reflection with no
practice, you risk creating insight without improvement.

In my experience, the most effective assessments are the ones that lead to a specific action plan within the leader’s
normal work. For example, a manager might receive feedback that they do not clarify decisions in cross-functional
meetings. The development plan then requires them to run one meeting per week using a pre-brief and explicit
decision framing, with a coach observing one of those meetings.

That turns assessment into movement.

Avoid the “training trap” with real milestones
If you want leadership competencies across levels, you need milestones that are tied to execution, not attendance.
Attendance is easy to verify, but it rarely predicts behavior change.

A milestone might be:

Leading a cross-team initiative with clear decision points and documented outcomes,

Improving team throughput using a defined operating cadence and measurable leading indicators,

Handling a performance improvement plan with a coaching approach and a review of results,

Presenting a strategy trade-off with data, assumptions, and risk implications.

These milestones also help organizations learn. When a leader struggles, it tells you where the competency system
is weak: the competency model might be unclear, coaching might be missing, or the leader might not have access
to the right work experiences.



This is where leadership development becomes an organizational capability, not an individual event.

Trade-offs and edge cases you will face
Leadership development across levels runs into predictable friction. Ignoring it creates resentment and skepticism.
Planning for it improves results.

One edge case is the “high performer who won’t coach.” Some technical leaders excel at execution but avoid
leadership responsibilities. You can’t force coaching behaviors through lectures. The practical approach is to set
expectations tied to outcomes, then provide practice and coaching support.

For example, require that they run weekly learning moments with direct reports and track whether their team’s
quality issues decline over time. If performance does not improve, you need to consider whether the role itself
should change or whether stronger support is required.

Another edge case is the “promoted too early” pattern. A supervisor with strong individual contribution gets
promoted to manager before they have learned to manage dependencies and ambiguity. The organization then
blames the person for not meeting manager-level expectations.

In cases like this, the fix is not to give them more motivational training. It’s to provide the right developmental
assignments and coaching while they build the operating system for their scope. Sometimes it means adjusting
the role responsibilities temporarily until competence catches up.

A third edge case is “competency inflation,” where everything becomes a leadership competency. That dilutes the
model and makes assessment meaningless. Keep the number of competencies limited and ensure each one has
clear behavioral and scope definitions.

Finally, watch for the “compliance-only” approach. Organizations sometimes use leadership competencies to
standardize behavior and reduce variability. That works for consistency, but leadership also requires judgment. If
your model rewards scripted responses only, you will train leaders who avoid risk and escalate too late.

Good competency systems include room for judgment. They emphasize observable behaviors while acknowledging
that the path to them depends on context.

A practical way to organize development activities
You do not need a huge program to create a coherent development system. You need alignment between
competency expectations, real work practice, coaching, and feedback.

A workable model is to connect four elements: what leaders are expected to do, where they will practice, how they
will get feedback, and how progress will be recognized.

Here’s a compact set of moves that many organizations can implement without major disruption:

Define 6 to 10 competencies with level-specific behavioral expectations and scope indicators.

Assign leaders to stretch work that naturally requires those behaviors, not generic projects.

Provide coaching that matches the level, focusing on one or two high-leverage behaviors at a time.

Use evidence-based feedback like observed meetings, decision reviews, and outcomes from real initiatives.

Tie recognition and promotion criteria to demonstrable behaviors in the field, not training attendance.

This is not glamorous work, but it tends to produce consistent improvement because it treats leadership as a
practice discipline.



What “good” looks like at each level
To make the ladder concrete, it helps to describe typical behavior patterns.

At the supervisor level, good leadership competency development often shows up as faster clarity. Team members
spend less time guessing priorities, fewer decisions get revisited, and issues are surfaced earlier. Performance
conversations become more direct and more timely. The supervisor also becomes more consistent in follow-
through, which builds trust.

At the manager level, the competency ladder shows up as execution reliability across initiatives. Managers create
simple operating rhythms, keep stakeholders aligned, and manage trade-offs with transparency. They escalate
risks early and convert blockers into decisions. Quality and throughput improve because the management system
improves, not because everyone “works harder.”

At senior levels, the impact becomes organizational. Good leaders create direction that others can execute. They
set standards for talent, make investment decisions that are coherent, and shape cross-functional alignment. They
also demonstrate decision hygiene, meaning they clarify assumptions and update plans as new information arrives.
You see fewer stalled initiatives and faster learning loops across parts of the organization.

These are not soft outcomes. They are observable in meeting dynamics, decision timelines, and team confidence.

Measuring leadership competency development without losing the
human part
Measurement is necessary, but it must not replace judgment. If you measure everything as a score, you will
manage to the scoreboard. If you measure nothing, you will drift into stories.

The better approach is to combine qualitative signals with a small set of quantitative indicators that relate to
leadership behaviors.

Quantitative indicators can include:

cycle time for decisions and escalations,

quality metrics linked to operational discipline,

employee engagement items tied to clarity and trust,

turnover in critical teams after leadership changes,

and delivery predictability on initiatives.

Qualitative signals can include:

how leaders run meetings,

whether stakeholders report clearer decisions,

whether performance issues are handled earlier,

and whether leaders build capability in others.

A reasonable measurement practice is to review evidence quarterly. Ask: What changed in the leader’s behavior
since the last review? What changed in team outcomes as a result? What competency gaps remain, and what
practice will close them?

This keeps measurement grounded. It also prevents leadership development from becoming a static assessment
exercise.



Build a leadership culture that reinforces the competencies
Even a well-designed competency model can fail if the surrounding culture rewards different behaviors. If leaders
are punished for escalating risks, the competency “risk management and transparency” becomes a liability. If
leaders are promoted solely for personal heroics, competency “developing others” will be neglected.

Cultural reinforcement happens through recurring choices:

what leaders are praised for,

what gets escalated,

how conflicts are handled,

how decisions are documented,

and how learning is shared.

When organizations align leadership competencies with culture, they create a self-reinforcing system. Leaders do
not need to “learn the competencies” as an extra job, because the competencies match what the organization
already values.

One subtle but powerful practice is to review decisions after they happen. Not to blame, but to learn. If leaders talk
about decisions without learning loops, then development becomes theoretical. When you capture what
assumptions were made and how those assumptions held up, you train leaders to be better decision-makers over
time.

Putting it all together: development is an ecosystem
Developing leadership competencies across levels is not a single program. It’s an ecosystem of expectations, work
assignments, coaching, feedback, and cultural reinforcement.

If you want leaders at different levels to grow together, the system must reflect the real changes in scope,
complexity, and stakeholder dynamics between levels. A supervisor cannot be developed to manager-level
expectations through the same activities. A senior leader cannot be coached with the same questions a first-time
leader uses in weekly one-on-ones.

The organizations that succeed treat competency development as a living process. They refine competency
definitions as they learn. They adjust stretch assignments when leaders repeatedly struggle in the same area. They
invest in coaching capability and hold it to the same standard of clarity and evidence that they apply to
operations.

Most importantly, they make leadership development practical. Leaders spend their time doing the work leaders
do, with structured practice, timely feedback, and expectations that actually match their scope.

When those pieces align, leadership competencies stop being a document and start becoming a way of working.


