
Why Leadership
Development
Programs Fail
A diagnostic for leaders who want development that actually
sticks, not another polished event that fades by month’s end.

Five structural failure patterns, and how to test your own program.

T H E  L E A D E R S H I P  B L U E P R I N T ™  S E R I E S



T H E  P R E M I S E

It’s almost never
the content.
Most leadership programs don’t fail because the workshops were bad, the facilitator was

weak, or the model was wrong. They fail because of how they were built: the structure

around the content, or the absence of one.

Across very different organizations, from a major academic health system to a regional YMCA

to a nonprofit that provides supportive housing, the same patterns surface again and again.

Different missions, same structural mistakes. The encouraging part: structural problems are

designable problems. Once you can see the pattern, you can fix it.

What follows are the five patterns that quietly sink most programs. None of them is about

curriculum. All of them are about design.

H O W  TO  U S E  T H I S  D I A G N O S T I C

Read each pattern with one real program or initiative in mind. After each, you’ll find a prompt

to score yourself from 1 (“we’ve got this”) to 5 (“this is us”). Be honest; the value is in the

honesty. Tally your five scores at the end.
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T H E  F I V E  PAT T E R N S

01  You’re running events, not building infrastructure.

W H AT  I T  LO O KS  L I K E

A calendar of workshops, offsites, and speakers. Energy spikes on the day, then fades within a few
weeks. Nothing in the daily system changed.

W H Y  I T  H A P P E N S

An event is easy to buy and schedule. A vendor delivers a day and leaves. Infrastructure has to be
designed and maintained, so it gets skipped.

T H E  S H I F T:  L EA D E RS H I P  I N F R A ST RU C T U R E ,  N OT  T R A I N I N G

The goal was never a memorable session. It’s the language, rituals, and decision rights that let good
leadership keep happening after everyone goes home.

After your last program, what specifically changed in how people lead, week to week? If the
honest answer is “not much,” score high.

Score 1 to 5

02  It was designed for your leaders, not with them.

W H AT  I T  LO O KS  L I K E

A program chosen at the top (or by a vendor) and rolled out fully formed. Polished, comprehensive,
and quietly resented or ignored by the people it’s aimed at.

W H Y  I T  H A P P E N S

Involving people is slower and messier than importing a finished solution. So we trade ownership for
speed and don’t notice the bill until later.

T H E  S H I F T:  D ES I G N E D  W I T H ,  N OT  FO R

People support what they help build. Designing the program together with the leaders it targets is
what creates ownership, and ownership is what makes it survive contact with real work.

Did the leaders in your last program have a hand in shaping it, or did it simply arrive?

Score 1 to 5
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03  You imported a framework instead of starting from what already works.

W H AT  I T  LO O KS  L I K E

A generic model dropped on top of the organization. It sounds credible, but it is disconnected from
how your best teams actually operate today.

W H Y  I T  H A P P E N S

Buying a known framework feels safe and fast. Looking inward takes curiosity and the patience to
study your own people.

T H E  S H I F T:  STA RT  W I T H  YO U R  B R I G H T  S P OT S

Somewhere in your organization, people are already leading well, often quietly. Find those bright
spots, name exactly what makes them work, and replicate them. The proof already lives in your
building, and it is far more credible than any outside model.

Do you know which of your teams are getting leadership right? Could you name the specific
behaviors that make them work?

Score 1 to 5

04  Leadership runs through one person.

W H AT  I T  LO O KS  L I K E

Decisions, energy, and direction all route through the founder, ED, or CEO. Things look fine, until that
person is stretched thin, away, or gone, and the whole system stalls.

W H Y  I T  H A P P E N S

In the short term it’s faster to keep deciding everything yourself. The cost stays invisible right up until
the moment it isn’t.

T H E  S H I F T:  B U I L D  L EA D E RS H I P  T H AT  D O ES N ’ T  N E E D  YO U  I N  T H E  RO O M

A real leadership team has the systems and the authority to move without the center. That is not a
threat to the leader. It is the ceiling lifting off the whole organization.

If your most central leader stepped back for a month, what would stall? The longer that list, the
higher the dependency, and the score.

Score 1 to 5
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05  You measured activity, not change.

W H AT  I T  LO O KS  L I K E

Dashboards of completion rates, attendance, and “satisfaction” scores. Everyone showed up.
Everyone was pleased. And nobody actually leads differently.

W H Y  I T  H A P P E N S

Activity is easy to count. Behavior change is harder to see and slower to surface, so we quietly default
to measuring the event instead of the outcome.

T H E  S H I F T:  T H E  P RO C ES S  I S  T H E  P RO D U C T

The point was never the workshop; it was a durable change in how people lead. Measure that
behavior, over time. If your only evidence is attendance and a satisfaction average, you measured the
event, not the result.

How do you actually know your last program worked? If the answer is attendance and
satisfaction, score high.

Score 1 to 5

N O W  TA L LY  YO U R  F I V E  S C O R E S

Add up your ratings across all five patterns for a total between 5 and 25, then turn the page.

A higher number is not a verdict. It is a map of where the structure needs work first.
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Y O U R  D I A G N O S T I C  S C O R E

What your number
is telling you.

5 to 10 Strong foundation. Your development is built on infrastructure,

not events, and it’s designed with your people rather than

dropped on them. The work now is protecting what’s working and

replicating it deliberately as you grow.

11 to 17 Mixed. Real strengths, undercut by one or two structural gaps.

Don’t try to fix everything. Find the single pattern with your

highest score and the most cost to the organization, and redesign

the structure around that one first.

18 to 25 Fragile. Your programs are likely producing activity without

change, motion that looks like progress. The good news is that

every one of these problems is structural, which means it’s

fixable. And the fix almost always starts from bright spots you

already have.

Wherever you landed, notice this: not one of the five patterns was about content. They

are all about design, which means they are yours to change. That’s the work.
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W H E R E  T O  S T A R T

You don’t fix
all five at once.
Pick the pattern with the highest score and the highest cost to your

organization, and redesign the structure around it. One pattern, done

properly, shifts more than five addressed superficially.

If it’s useful to have a second set of eyes on your score, that’s a conversation

worth thirty minutes, no pitch, no obligation. If there’s a fit, we’ll both know.

If not, you’ll still leave with something concrete to act on. That’s the deal.

Book 30 Minutes →

Holistic Leadership Solutions designs leadership infrastructure for organizations with a clear mission. Past and

current work includes programs for Michigan Medicine, the Ann Arbor YMCA, Avalon Housing, and SafeHouse

Center.
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https://calendly.com/chris-hls
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