
The message is clear, and, while not new, it is more relevant today 

than ever—as an organization, you must grow or die.
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Developing Great Leaders 
Integrating Leadership Character and Skills
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An organization can have the right strategy, structure, systems, and 
processes in place, but to succeed, it still requires people to execute the 

strategy. The challenge to the organization’s leaders is to create an environ-
ment in which employees feel valued, engaged, and committed to executing 
that strategy.

What are organizations doing to develop leaders who can drive the  
organization forward and inspire individuals to follow? Most organizations  
say increasing leadership effectiveness is a high priority. However, many of 
those same organizations admit they are not very effective at developing 
great leaders.

In order to develop great leaders, you first have to answer the question: “What 
makes a great leader?” During the 40 years Wilson Learning has studied and 
implemented leadership development efforts, we have come to believe that 
how leaders view their purpose, and integrate skills and character, sets the 
course for their success.

The Purpose of a Leader
For Wilson Learning, the purpose of a leader is to engage others in committing 
their full energy to the creation of value and success. This statement contains 
important elements that are at the core of our leadership point of view:

• Engage others to commit their full energy. Leaders must understand 
they are in the energy business—specifically, the human energy business. 
You can’t “make” people be engaged; it is their choice to commit their 
energy. The leader’s role is to create the conditions in which others are 
committed to giving their full energy.

• Creation of value and success. Leaders need to help people commit their 
energy for the purpose of creating value for the organization by creating 
value for its customers and themselves. Only when employees feel they 
are contributing to their own value and success can they then contribute 
to the value and success of the company’s customers, in turn creating 
value and success for the organization.

Leaders who understand this purpose create the conditions necessary for  
employees to achieve high performance with a sense of personal fulfillment. 
Our research shows that both performance and fulfillment are essential to  
sustained high performance—people will not achieve sustained high perfor-
mance without feeling fulfilled, and people will not feel fulfilled at work unless 
they perform at high levels. Helping organizations and individuals achieve 
performance with fulfillment has been Wilson Learning’s mission for more 
than 40 years.

For Wilson Learning, the  

purpose of a leader is to  

engage others in committing 

their full energy to the creation 

of value and success.
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Integrated Leadership: The Balance of Essence and Form
We have consistently observed that only leaders who have successfully  
integrated Essence and Form can fulfill their purpose—engaging others in 
committing their full energy to the creation of value and success.

Wilson Learning’s approach to assessing and developing leaders was created 
to tap both the Essence and Form of leadership. Essence is captured in what 
we call Leadership Character—those elements of leadership that are enduring 
and core to how people view the purpose of leadership. Essence is the philos-
ophy, beliefs, values, and sense of purpose that guide who you want to BE as 
a leader, and it gives leaders their identity. Form, in contrast, represents those 
elements of leadership that adapt and change depending on a leader’s level 
and functional role. Form (Skills) are the things a leader does and says; it is 
what you need to DO as a leader, such as delegating, goal setting, and  
coaching. While distinct, both elements are essential to effective leadership. 

The integration of Character and Skills (Essence and Form) is required for 
effectiveness at all levels of leadership. Many organizations think Character is 
only needed at the top level—that only those responsible for the overall  
organization are mature enough to take advantage of character development. 
Our experience indicates the most successful organizations recognize  
character development is critical to leaders at all levels and  
that the needs are different at each level.

Here, we introduce a leadership development framework 
that shows how different levels of leadership face different 
challenges. These different challenges influence how  
Essence and Form need to be developed in leaders today.

Profiles of Leadership 
When organizations talk about developing leaders, they  
typically frame their discussions along three generally  
accepted levels:

1. First-level leaders—Managers and supervisors of  
individual contributors

2. Mid-level leaders—Managers of departments or  
functions, managers of managers 

3. Executive leaders—Executives responsible for the  
overall leadership and culture of the organization

How organizations develop these different levels of lead-
ership varies widely, although most organizations focus on 
differences in leadership skills. That is, as you move to  

When Essence and Form  
Are Not Integrated

Unfortunately, there are many leaders who fail to  
integrate Essence and Form.

Everyone can recall working with a leader who was all 
Form (Skills) and little Essence (Character)—a leader 
who took action but lacked impassioned commitment. 
These leaders appear to “follow the book” and say  
the right things, but you neither know nor trust their 
intent. They are leaders who, in short, earn employee 
compliance but not commitment.

Most anyone can also recall working with a leader who 
was big on Essence but short on Form. These leaders  
generate deep trust and commitment, yet lack the ability 
to focus that commitment on getting things done. In 
other words, they engender trust in their values but not 
in their ability to get results.

Effective leadership requires the integration and 
balance of both Essence and Form—a clear focus on 
doing the right things, driven by a deep sense  
of purpose. 
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higher levels of leadership, you need to acquire additional, more complex,  
and strategic skills. While this is true, it is not the entire challenge of  
leadership development.

Our experience is that all leaders, regardless of level, need both Essence and 
Form (Character and Skills), but the specific requirements differ at each level. 
While these differences stem partly from the leader’s maturity, the primary 
distinctions are due to how each level of leader contributes to value and  
success. 

Our Leadership Development Framework provides a structure for understand-
ing leaders’ needs at different levels. Once each level’s distinct challenges and 
needs are understood, organizations can build paths to address specific skill 
and character development needs. Through this approach, the organization 
grows leaders who fulfill the purpose of leadership and integrate both Essence 
and Form.

The Leadership Development Framework
As the framework below shows, Essence and Form are integrated at all levels 
of leadership. For new leaders, Form (Skill) development influences success 
more than Essence, but Essence is still critical. As leaders mature, the  
importance of Essence grows until, by the time they reach the Executive level, 
it is the primary driver of success.

 
 

 

First-Level Leadership
First-level leadership is more about Form (Skill) without ignoring Essence 
(Character). First-level leaders are making a transition from being an  
individual contributor to leading the performance of others. This transition to 

Our experience is that all 

leaders, regardless of level, 

need both Essence and Form 

(Character and Skills), but the 

specific requirements differ at 

each level.
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contributing value by getting work done through others can be a difficult one. 
Until this point, as an individual contributor, this person was only responsible 
for his or her own performance. This person may have walked out on Friday  
as an individual contributor but walks in on Monday responsible for the  
performance of others—hopefully with the understanding that he or she can’t 
get the job done alone but needs to accomplish the job through others.

Thus, what is most important to a new first-level leader is quickly acquiring 
what we call Leadership Survival Skills. These skills help leaders transition to 
their new role and achieve early successes in guiding others. Key survival skills 
include the following:

• Motivating employees
• Communicating effectively 
• Defining tasks and goals
• Delegating with confidence
• Observing behavior
• Providing feedback and coaching
• Resolving conflict
• Helping others solve problems 

While survival skills encompass much of the development 
needs of first-level leaders, these leaders are also going 
through an Essence transformation. A first-level leader 
needs to begin establishing what he/she wants to be as a 
leader; we call this Establishing Leadership Credibility.

In most organizations, the majority of first-level leaders 
have gained their credibility and are promoted based on their technical  
expertise. High-performing salespeople become sales managers,  
high-performing accountants become accounting managers, and so on. 

The natural tendency of new managers is to rely on their functional expertise 
to establish their credibility and to succeed as leaders. As a result, new man-
agers often solve problems for their employees, rather than help employees 
learn how to solve problems themselves.

This approach does not help advance the team’s performance, so the  
challenge for new leaders is to rely less on functional credibility and instead 
earn credibility as a leader. Establishing leadership as a source of credibility 
requires new leaders to think about what they want to be as a leader. As a 
first-level leader, it is not too early to think about leadership philosophy  
and beliefs; in fact, it is essential, as it affects how they implement their  
survival skills.

New first-level leaders need the wisdom to make the transition from being just 
a technical expert to making leadership their source of credibility.

The Form (or Skill)  

requirement most important 

to a new first-level leader is to 

quickly acquire the necessary 

skills to succeed—what we call 

Leadership Survival Skills. 
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Mid-Level Leadership
While first-level leadership requires one-to-one survival 
skills, mid-level leadership includes more one-to-group, or 
team development, skills. Mid-level leaders need to shift 
their focus from getting work done through others toward 
getting work done with people, and they must do so in 
a way that grows others’ ability to do it themselves. This 
critical shift requires leaders to understand the impor-
tance of building capability in others, rather than being a 
Heroic Manager who controls or micromanages people.

Mid-level leadership skills center on Growth Skills —skills 
that help others grow their own capabilities and help 
the group or department grow as a whole. Growth skills 
include the following:

• Motivating employees through vision and mission
• Setting team goals and solving problems
• Defining outcomes and goals—providing task direction
• Delegating with confidence
• Providing feedback and coaching
• Resolving conflict
• Negotiating and collaborating cross-functionally
• Communicating effectively 
• Helping others solve problems 
• Facilitating collaboration

The role of Essence expands in mid-level leadership. While mid-level  
leaders need fewer new skills than first-level leaders, their need for character 
development (Essence) increases significantly. If the Essence transition for 
first-level leaders is to Establish Leadership Credibility, the Essence transition 
for mid-level leaders is to become a Purpose- and Values-Centered Leader.

This transition starts by understanding where leaders get the signals that 
guide them.

Moving into mid-level leadership is usually a big step, often including a 
meaningful increase in salary, large increase in responsibility, and greater span 
of control. As a result, many leaders start taking their signals from external 
sources. Their approach takes the form of Have-Do-Be: “I need to have the 
authority, so I can do more, so I can be successful.”

Effective mid-level leaders who have integrated Form and Essence take their 
signals from internal sources. Their approach flips to become Be-Do-Have: “I 
need to be a purpose-centered leader, which guides what I do as a leader, and 
only then will I have the sense of how to contribute to the success of others.” 

This critical shift requires  

leaders to understand the  

importance of building  

capability in others, rather 

than being a Heroic Manager 

who controls or micromanages 

people.
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Executive leadership focuses 

less on leading individuals and 

teams and more on leading the 

culture of the organization.

For mid-level leaders who have developed Purpose- and 
Value-Centered Leadership Essence, depth of character 
becomes more important than appearance of power. They 
take action based on values, not on short-term gains. 
Success is measured by their contributions to others, not 
title or salary. And life is lived on purpose, not on approval 
from others.

This transition is critical for the organization’s success. 
Mid-level leaders are further removed from the  
organization’s doers, so these leaders create value for  
the organization by increasing the capabilities and  
capacity of others. Having this clear sense of Essence 
provides the foundation that makes their leadership  
skills (Form) effective.

Executive Leadership
By the time leaders reach the executive level, they have likely acquired most 
of the leadership skills that they need. They have also likely matured with 
experience and, as a result, are ready to develop beyond their Purpose- and 
Value-Centered Leadership Essence. 

Does that mean their development is complete? No, but now the  
development emphasis must shift from Form to Essence. Why? Executive 
leadership focuses less on leading individuals and teams and more on leading 
the culture of the organization. Executives have layers of other managers/
leaders to direct others’ performance and growth; executive leadership is 
needed to ensure there are systems, processes, and a culture in place to  
sustain the organization’s performance over time.

Of course, there are some new skill requirements for executive-level leaders, 
but these skills shift toward executing on organizational-level strategy.  
Strategic skills include the following:

• Strategic thinking and planning
• Communicating strategy and organizational directions with passion
• Creating a culture of engagement
• Leading an executive team
• Developing investment strategies and investor relations

However, at the core of effective executive leadership is Essence. Executives 
need to draw from their Purpose- and Value-Centered Leadership Essence and 
elevate it to an organizational level. We refer to this as Culture-Centered Lead-
ership because responsibilities shift to elements that both shape and protect 
organizational culture—consistency of communication and action, integrity 
and transparency, and serving as an example for other leaders and employees 
to follow. 
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The C-suite leader, at the helm of the organization, necessitates a balancing 
act between the roles of what we have identified as Pathfinder and  
Steward. As a Pathfinder, executive leaders are expected to continually  
renew or advance the organization; meanwhile, the Steward role ensures  
the key elements that define the distinct character and culture of the  
organization remain.  

As Pathfinder, executive leaders create vision, set strategy, oversee systems 
and processes, and champion sustainability to blaze new trails, taking people 
where they would not go without being led. 

As Steward, executive leaders care 
for and about their people and re-
spond to the organizational heart-
beat by protecting the constants 
(values, mission, purpose) and by 
fostering the organizational culture. 
They cultivate leadership—a ship of 
leaders at the helm of the  
organization who act as role models 
for leaders and employees. 

The challenge is balancing seemingly contradictory roles—the Pathfinder  
role, which must promote and advance change, with the Steward role,  
which protects those enduring tenets that people inside the organization see 
as constants.

At the executive leadership level, the amount of direct influence the executive 
has on performance pales in comparison to the influence his or her actions and 
communications have on the entire organization. Consistency in action and 
communication becomes the values on which these leaders need to focus.

Integration of Essence and Form
With so many factors disrupting the work environment, leaders with a well- 
developed sense of self can provide that beacon of stability, the consistency 
of purpose, and the strong values that employees need to remain focused  
and on task.

Effective leadership is about the integration of Essence and Form—clarity of 
purpose and character for who one wants to be as a leader, and the ability to 
execute on that purpose. Only through this integration can a leader effectively  
engage others in fully committing their energy, creativity, and talents. 

“In matters of style, flow with 

the current. In matters of 

principle, stand like a rock.” 

—Unknown

Pathfinder Steward

Ways to take the  
organization forward

Enduring tenets that 
do not change

 Vision
 Strategy
 Systems/processes
 Sustainability

 Values
 Mission/purpose
 Culture

Leadership as role models



9

Wilson Learning Worldwide 
8000 W. 78th Street, Suite 200 
Edina, MN 55439

WilsonLearning.com

© Wilson Learning Worldwide Inc.  
All Rights Reserved.

As organizations look to increase their effectiveness in  
developing leaders, they need to ensure that whatever  
they do includes paying attention to integrating both 
Essence and Form. The purpose of the Leadership Devel-
opment Framework is to help organizations focus on the 
unique challenges leaders face at different levels. Using  
the framework allows them the opportunity to implement 
a leadership development strategy that integrates both 
the Essence and Form of leadership to meet the challenges 
leaders face at all levels. 

Today’s business climate requires leaders at all levels to be 
role models for this integration—leaders who express an 
excitement about the possibilities of leadership. To them, 
leadership is being of service to others. Despite the many 
challenges they face, effective leaders exude a profound  
energy, a contagious excitement, and an undying hope 
about the future that is inspiring to everyone around them.

To learn more about transforming your current and future leaders, please 
contact Wilson Learning at 800.328.7937 or visit WilsonLearning.com. 

About Wilson Learning
For more than 50 years, Wilson Learning has been equipping organizations 
around the globe to drive productivity, solve problems, and increase revenue. 
We do this by developing leaders, the workforce, and sales and service organi-
zations. Our unique blend of content, combined with state-of-the-art delivery 
technology and implementation expertise, ensures sustainable results. The 
result is high-impact, performance-driven solutions for your organization.

Character-Based Leadership— 
The Culmination of  

Effective Leadership Essence

Effective leaders at all levels must make the  
transition from:

• A leader who, instead of seeking power, empowers

• A leader who, instead of seeking control, 
frees you up

• A leader who, instead of being served, serves

• A leader who has a strong sense of his or 
her essence

• A leader who is seen as courageous 


