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When conducting research for our new study Strengthening the Middle: Global challenges and best practices in mid-level leader assessment and development, we interviewed talent management executives at 20 highly respected organizations from around the world. We also asked them to rate (on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest) their organization’s performance on a number of mid-level leadership development best practices. During our research, we were surprised by the number of organizations we spoke with that are very mature and sophisticated in talent management, but still struggle to develop an enterprise-wide, integrated assessment/development strategy. That may be because the hallmarks of such a strategy—consistency and integration—are difficult to achieve. Let’s take a closer look at each of these. 
When it comes to assessment, consistency is a common challenge. 
When we asked these leading companies what didn’t work in the area of assessment, a key theme emerged around the lack of consistency in their strategy, approach, and tools. For instance, Sharon Arad, Ph.D., Director, Assessment & Coaching, Engagement & Performance Management, Cargill, said, “When I first arrived, I found that the businesses were using more than a dozen different assessment tools for development, with varying degrees of validity. We were not really aligned with a common approach. Assessment was not always informing development. We created a common assessment framework and set of tools that are used consistently across businesses and regions.”

Smart organizations demonstrate that you can find a way to refine your strategy, consolidate your approach across the enterprise, and streamline the number of tools and resources being used. The big benefits to taking these steps include reduced costs, reduced complexity, and better data comparisons across business units or geographies.

Most organizations lack a strategy for integrating assessment and development. 
This finding was the one that was most surprising to us. During our interviews we learned that many organizations still struggle with effectively leveraging assessment to inform targeted development. Why? In addition to grappling with the relatively large size of mid-level leader populations, we suspect they also struggle with the inherent challenges that often accompany integrating assessment and development, such as attaining buy-in and support, having adequate resources, and minimizing distractions.

We found that effective companies demonstrate the value of leveraging assessment for development. Like many organizations,they rely on assessment centers to assess its high potentials.  For example, in a global company,  each country nominates their high potentials themselves. In the past, we were getting a lot of inconsistencies, so it made sense to have some kind of assessment or view in terms of consistency. We decided a few years ago that all of them would go through a full-day assessment center. The assessment works well for development to help identify strengths and development needs. I feel quite confident we have the right program in place.”

In this new study, we captured many different insights, best practices, and common challenges related to assessing and developing mid-level leaders. We leave you with two provocative questions you may want to pose to your own organization: Do you have a consistent assessment strategy for your mid-level leaders? And are you leveraging your assessment results for everything that you can, especially development?

Read the full study.
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