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Abstract 
 

 

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to increase our understanding around the idea of 

leadership development and how it manifests itself in organizational practice by analyzing how 

such an idea becomes captured and translated into a local organizational context, and 

subsequently how such an organizational translation enables the leaders to translate and apply 

learning in everyday work.  

 

Theoretical framework – This paper has adopted the lens from the translation perspective and 

borrowed understandings from the field of learning.  

 

Methodology – A qualitative case study was conducted and empirical data were collected from 

documents and nine semi-structured interviews with individuals responsible for the 

organization’s leadership development activities and managers who have participated in such 

organized activities.  

 

Findings – The translation of the idea was legitimized by the use of rhetoric for change and 

leadership development was interpreted as the solution to organizational issues, and hence 

become institutionalized within the organizational context. This rhetoric was permeated down 

to business units. The idea became materialized, turned into a package and a unique local 

version due to its possibilities of associations. The idea was reformulated and re-edited, but the 

“fly-little-bird-fly” syndrome was central in the process. At the individual level, certain 

elements were especially embraced. The organizational translation of the idea enabled the 

managers to become equipped, analogically, with a leader coat to handle different situations 

and the employees in a more objective and clear manner. However, some elements were, either 

unconsciously or consciously, eliminated when the idea was about to become translated into 

action. The individual translation and application of learning was associated with difficulties 

due to higher ranked managers, different individual characteristics and the issue to allocate time 

for reflection and development.  

 

Research limitations/implications – The study is limited by its small sample, but ought to 

provide interesting insights and a basis for further research. The translation of the idea ought to 

be conceptualized as never truly finished and as an ongoing iterative process. Hence, a 

suggestion for further research is to investigate how to create such conditions that motivate and 

stimulate individuals with different individual characteristics to continuously develop 

leadership capacity and capability.   
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Increased efforts to develop leadership capacity and capability 

Leo Tolstoy once said “the leader is the wave pushed ahead by the ship” which emphasize 

the essence of leadership. Leadership has always, somehow, created fascination and 

nowadays contemporary organizations are, perhaps more than ever, exceedingly committed 

to develop leadership capability and capacity.
1
  

 The main objective of leadership development is to improve organizational efficiency 

(Collins, 2001; Van Velsor, et al., 2010). Several methods and practices are being used (e.g. 

action learning, feedback, lectures, coaching, role playing), yet, the actual outcome on 

leadership behavior and organizational performance is still relatively unclear (cf. Collins 

2001; Ready & Conger, 2003; Alimo-Metcalfe & Lawler, 2001; Allio, 2005; Döös & 

Valdenström, 2008; Riggio, 2008; Day et al., 2014). Nevertheless, significant investments 

by public and private organizations are made. Leadership development has become a 

massive billion dollar industry
2
 and it is expected to continue to grow, especially since 

global leadership gaps is the most pressing issue within organizations worldwide 

(O’Leonard, 2014). A complex society will create a need for leaders and due to mass 

retirements and demographic shifts, organizations may invest more into leadership 

development programs to “grow” their own leaders (cf. Riggio, 2008). This progress is 

noticeable in Sweden as well. Despite a declining trend regarding staff training in general
3
, 

which partly is due to a lack of understanding the relationship between skills development 

and profitability (SOU 2000:115), management and administration training
4
 continues to 

increase (SCB 2008; 2010; 2014). 

  The industry co-exists in an era of innovation and is constantly challenged of finding 

new approaches; hence it relies on a large extent that transformation begins with innovators 

within the organizations (Petrie, 2014). Due to the wide definition of leadership 

development, such as every form of growth that promotes, encourages and assists the 

                                                           
1
 The interest in leadership development is immense. A simple Google search on leadership development 

shows 100 000 000 matches whereas [swe] ledarskapsutveckling shows 156 000 matches [2015-04-18]. 
2
 The total global spending on corporate training is over $130 billion dollar. Leadership development claims 

the largest part of the budget (35 percent) which corresponds approximately to $45.5 billion dollars annually 

(O’Leonard, 2014). 
3
[swe] personalutbildning. Training that is completely or partially paid by the employer directed towards 

individuals in ages 25 to 64.   
4
 [swe] ledning och administration. 
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expansion of knowledge and expertise required to optimize ones leadership potential and 

performance (cf. Brungardt, 1997; Day, 2001; Collins & Holton, 2004), it leaves room, in 

line with other abstract or imprecise ideas, for interpretation and discretion in the local 

context. As such, how is leadership development, as a broad general idea, actually captured 

and translated within a local organizational context? How is the translation process carried 

out regarding strategies that contextualize and legitimize workplace activities in a time 

when the actual outcome of leadership behavior is still relatively unclear? 

 The overall aim when introducing and translating ideas is for the organization to achieve 

substantial effects (Røvik, 2008). An idea is expected to contribute to change (cf. 

Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). However, in order for a change to survive and generate 

organizational effects it is dependent that the individuals make their own interpretation and 

apply learning in practice (cf. Illeris, 2007). A paramount organizational concern is to what 

extent learning actually leads to meaningful changes in work performance (King, 2009). 

Today, within leadership development, managers are simply expected to apply learning 

from leadership development programs and generate organizational result (cf. Collins, 

2001; Grove et al., 2005; Allen & Hartman, 2008; Van Velsor et al., 2010). They are held 

responsible for their own individual leadership development progress (Petrie, 2014) and are 

simply expected to practice leadership even though their work is not primarily 

characterized by heroic leadership actions, but by talk, informal walks and to listen (cf. 

Alvesson et al., 2012). As such, how is it possible for managers to translate the idea into 

action, i.e. apply learning from organizational leadership development initiatives in 

everyday work and thus generate substantial organizational results?  

 Leadership development has, in an almost explosive manner, taken on a particular 

position in contemporary organizations. It is a young and growing field and will most likely 

continue to be a key organizational issue in the future (Leskiw & Singh, 2007). However, 

scant attention has been paid to understand it and this paper therefore addresses the call for 

increased scholarly knowledge in the field (cf. Collins, 2001; Oliviares et al., 2010; Riggio, 

2008; Day et al., 2014). Little is known why and how a particular idea is translated into 

work practices (cf. Morris & Lancaster, 2006) and thereby the translation processes of 

leadership development needs to be studied at the organizational level. Additionally, in 

order to enhance the return on investment from organizational leadership development 

initiatives, it is of utter importance to understand what affects the individual’s possibility to 

develop leadership capacity and capability. Therefore, it becomes essential to focus on the 

leaders since the actual development is suggested to occur in their everyday work where 

leadership activities are expressed and exercised (Day et al., 2014). 
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1.2 Purpose  

The aim with this research is to increase our understanding around the idea of leadership 

development and how it manifests itself in organizational practice. This will be undertaken 

by analyzing how leadership development as an idea becomes captured and translated into 

a local organizational context, and subsequently how such an organizational translation 

enables leaders to translate and apply learning in everyday work.  

 In that sense, first leadership development will be investigated in terms of why it 

becomes captured and how it becomes translated in the local organizational context. In this 

way, we reveal how the translation process is carried out regarding strategies that legitimize 

and contextualize workplace activities. Second, leadership development will be 

investigated in terms of manager’s translation of the idea into action, i.e. the leader’s 

perspective on how to translate and apply learning from organizational leadership 

development initiatives in everyday work. Thus, this paper will not only adopt the lens 

from the translation framework, but also borrow understandings from the field of learning 

in order to shed light on how leadership development as an idea travels through the 

organization and reaches the target; the managers who are expected to develop leadership 

capacity and capability and generate organizational results.  

 

1.3 About the idea and the research context 

The studied idea within this research is leadership development
5
. Leadership development 

may be defined as every form of growth that promotes, encourages and assists the 

expansion of knowledge and expertise required to optimize ones leadership potential and 

performance (Brungardt, 1997 p.83; Day, 2001; Collins & Holton, 2004) or as the 

expansion of a collective’s capacity to produce direction, alignment and commitment (Van 

Velsor et al., 2010 p.20). This implies that leadership development is interpersonal and 

contains a dimension of social capital related to social awareness (i.e. empathy, service 

oriented, political awareness) and social skills (i.e. building bonds, team oriented, conflict 

resolution, change catalyst) (Day, 2001). However, much of the research on leadership 

development circuits around the leader (Riggio, 2008).  

 In this paper, leadership development will be studied empirically, within one specific 

Swedish organization. Additionally, the translation of the idea will be studied at two 

different levels; at the organizational and individual level. The case organization is 

operating within the financial service industry; a sector which faces new challenges 

                                                           
5
 Leadership and leader development are often used interchangeably in an attempt to increase leadership 

effectiveness in organizations (Dalakoura, 2010). Please note the differences between leader and leadership 

development in appendix 1. 
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•Theoretical framework -  the translation literature and the 
field of learning. Two academic disciplines will  be combined 
within this reserach.  

•Methodological choices and considerations - regarding 
research approach, design and strategy. Ethical 
condiserations and data quality aspects will be presented. 

•Empirical findings - related to leadersip development in 
the case organization. 

•Analysis - the empirical findings will be analyzed.  

•Conclusion - concluding remarks, and suggestions for 
further reserach will be presented.  

regarding high-tech digital developments (Singh; 2011; Findahl, 2013) and increased 

competition in pace with these changes (Varadarajan & Manjit, 2002). The managers, 

however, do not only operate within a dynamic industry, they are also subject of regular 

external reviews concerning their leader role, bonuses and organizational profits (e.g. 

Sveriges radio, 2014; Svenska Dagbladet, 2014). The managers’ leadership is to a large 

extent put to test to handle a variety of demands simultaneously as they lead the employees 

towards organizational results.  

 

1.4 Further disposition of the study 
First, we will outline this paper’s theoretical framework regarding the translation literature 

and the field of learning. Next, methodological choices and considerations are outlined 

followed by a presentation of our empirical findings. Finally, a review of the result and our 

conclusions are presented.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:1 The structure of the paper 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

2.1 Influences on organizational practices 

The institutional perspective has become dominant in organizational studies, demonstrating 

various societal or social influences on organizational practices (Sturdy, 2004). Within this 

perspective, the institutional environment could be referred as a label for the legal, social 

and mental structures that organizations are embedded in. It is through the surrounding 

environment, signals are sent to organizations and its individuals on how to run different 

operations, be organized or managed (Furusten, 2013).  

 Thus, due to isomorphic pressures organizations tend to, in a larger extent, create 

resemblance (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), i.e. organizations employ similar practices that 

are adopted for symbolic reasons. Organizational problems are experienced by managers, 

but adoption is shaped by institutional factors (Sturdy, 2004). Earlier research has claimed 

that popular ideas or practices are firmly rooted in the societal trend of modernism 

(Furusten, 2013). In order to gain a foothold within an organization, the ideas must satisfy a 

need and invoke exciting and promising feelings, whereas the presentation of the idea is of 

importance for its visibility. Ideas that are linked and presented as a solution to current 

organizational problems have then greater probability to become realized (Czarniawska & 

Joerges, 1996).  

 

2.1.1 Translation of ideas 

An idea could be referred to as an image, which becomes known in the form of pictures or 

sounds that ultimately can be materialized i.e. turned into objects or actions (Czarniawska 

& Joerges, 1996). Thus, the translation
6
 can be explained as a process that occurs when an 

idea encounters an actor in a specific context. Scholars are arguing that there are several 

ways regarding how the translation could be carried out. Based on the “mushroom model”
7
, 

the translation process is conducted simultaneously at different units without any clear 

relationship between the parties. In the spiral translation process, an idea is gradually turned 

into more concrete and materialized content whereas in the hierarchal translation process, 

                                                           
6
 Latour (1986) first discussed the concept of translation but in relation to the exercise of power. 

7
 [swe] svampmodellen.  



6 
 

top management has the authority to introduce new ideas as well as the responsibility to 

search the operations for problems requiring solutions (Røvik, 2008).  

 The most common way for ideas to spread is through written presentations or oral 

communication (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). Ideas must become objectified and 

conveyed in texts, presentation, and media before it becomes transferred to new settings 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). From this Scandinavian institutional perspective, ideas are 

translated as they travel from one setting to another and becomes subject to different 

modifications (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002; Morris & Lancaster, 2006; Røvik, 

2008). Ideas are subject to editing repeated times (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002).  

 Sahlin-Andersson (1996) explains that the translation process is guided by editing rules 

which are based around the contextualization of the idea. Ideas become (1) re-

contextualized, which means de-emphasized or omitted in the specific local context, 

whereas the (2) re-formulation of an idea refers to how it becomes packaged and 

commodified with labels. Reformulation of ideas may change not only the form of the 

ideas, but also the focus, content and meaning (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson 

& Engwall, 2002). The (3) rule of logic is linked to how causes and effects are clarified and 

allows prototypes to follow a problem-solving logic or implementation to plans (Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Thus, ideas become more explicitly formulated 

in the editing process (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). In the same vein, Røvik (2008) 

offers an analytical distinction of contextualization rules; (1) imitating an idea in order to 

recreate desired effect, (2) adding certain elements to the concept because the information 

in the original version is unclear, (3) eliminating certain elements from the original version 

due to lack of resources and (4) transformation of fundamental changes regarding idea and 

content so it becomes a local innovation. The latter, organization are inspired by several 

practices and ideas and blend them in order to achieve a unique local version. 

 Earlier research has illuminated organizational impacts and effects related to the 

translation process of the idea into the organizational context. For instance, ideas and 

practices may contribute to less, or even unforeseen organizational effects (cf. March & 

Olsen, 1983), become rejected (Røvik, 2008) or a subject of decoupling activities (Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977). Such failures are, according to Røvik (2008), due to how the translation was 

incurred. As such, the translation competence is closely interconnected with how ideas and 

knowledge becomes transferred into the local context. Røvik (2008) introduces four 

translator competences. The knowledge/multiple translator has detailed knowledge about 

the context (e.g. existing relationships, reform history within the organization) and the idea 

(i.e. the ability to sort and configure the idea). The brave translator uses linguistics and 

understands the mode as the idea becomes translated. The patient translator is aware of how 
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time and patience are prerequisites if an idea is about to have any substantial organizational 

impact. Internal arenas for discussions are necessary for the translation process. Since some 

organizations are more or less marked by conflicts or resistance to change, the strong 

translator is able to quickly manage different conflicts within an organization (Røvik, 

2008).  

 

2.1.2 The overall aim to generate organizational results 
The overall aim when introducing and translating ideas is for the organization to achieve 

substantial effects (Røvik, 2008). This purpose is explicitly expressed in the case of 

leadership development; leadership development is assumed to lead to organizational 

efficiency (cf. Van Velsor et al., 2010). According to Grove et al., (2005) the results of 

leadership development programs are expected to occur as feedback loops between three 

levels; societal, organizational and the individual. At the individual level, leadership 

development is linked to personal growth (Grove et al., 2005), increased awareness of own 

managerial style and how it affects others (Martineau & Hannum, 2004) as well as potential 

changes in work-related behaviors and acquisition of new skills (Martineau & Hannum, 

2004; Van Velsor et al., 2010). At the organizational level, the outcome ought to primarily 

occur at the workplace (Grove et al., 2005). Martineau and Hannum (2004) refer to a group 

level impact, i.e. the group is expected to perform better due to the managers enhanced 

leadership capabilities. In addition, leadership development is suggested to facilitate culture 

change, enhance the organizational climate and build stronger profile. The societal level 

refers to outcomes in the community and professional networks (Grove et al., 2005). 

      

2.1.3 Factors affecting the individual’s possibility to generate organizational results 

Scholars are arguing that leadership is possible to develop through education and on-the-

job-experience (cf. Brungardt, 1997; Day, 2001; Bäckström et al., 2008; Van Velsor et al., 

2010). As such, learning is a central theme and closely intertwined with the idea of 

leadership development. Within leadership development, participants are expected to draw 

knowledge from the source of learning (Allen & Hartman, 2008) and increase knowledge 

and skills and leverage it to organizational benefits (Blume et. al. 2010). Learning itself is 

referred to as a process of acquiring, distributing, integrating and creating information and 

knowledge (King, 2009; Wang et. al. 2011). 

 Research conducted within the field of learning has identified different factors affecting 

the learning outcome. Holton (1996; 2005) has provided a conceptual model of training, 

proposing a process between learning, individual performance and organizational results. 
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Due to the learning initiatives, the individual performance will change and thus lead to 

organizational results (Holton, 1996; Yamnill, 2001; Holton, 2005).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1: Factors affecting individual performance 

Source: Holton (1996; 2005) 

 

There are three crucial factors affecting the learning; (1) trainee/motivational factors, (2) 

transfer design factors and (3) work environment and transfer climate factors (Baldwin & 

Ford, 1988; Yamnill et al., 2001; Holton, 2005; Kirwan & Birchall, 2006). 

Trainee/motivational factors concentrate on individual characteristics such as the 

motivation to learn (Stevens & Gist, 1997; Yamnill et. al., 2001; Holton, 2005), 

expectations, organizational commitment, job involvement (Holton, 2005) and goal 

orientation (Kirwan & Birchall, 2006). Individual variables such as learning style, age and 

self-efficacy (Allen & Hartman, 2008), emotions and motivation may be hinders for 

learning (Illeris, 2007 s.119). The leaders need to be open to feedback, reflect and devote 

time to their personal development and be supportive of organizational leadership 

development efforts (Riggio, 2008).  

 Transfer design factors illustrate how the training design contributes to individuals’ 

ability to transfer and apply knowledge and skills successfully (Yamnill et. al., 2001; 

Martineau & Hannum, 2004; Holton, 2005). The practices and methods used are ranging 

from feedback, coaching to mentoring (Day, 2001; Day et. al., 2014). Training design 

factors such as analogical models is a useful strategy in facilitating learning as well as 

adaptive expertise, which has been of particular importance for management development 

programs (Kirwan & Birchall, 2006).  

 The work environment is important in terms of how it supports individuals as they apply 

the knowledge, skills and attitudes gained in training or learning sessions (cf. Holton, 2005; 

Allen & Hartman, 2008). The climate affects individuals' ability and motivation to apply 

learning, and the peer support and supervision play a major part as well (Kirwan & 
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Birchall, 2006; Lim & Morris, 2006). Alimo-Metcalfe and Lawler (2001) argue that within 

an organization there may be several components that may affect the possibility to transfer 

and apply learning, such as a vague definition of the concept, lack of support and time for 

developing, poor analyses of the program regarding what the group members actually need, 

lack of connection to the organizations core business and a risk of subjective decisions 

related to who the course is dedicated to.  

 

2.2 Theoretical conclusion 

Based on the Scandinavian institutional perspective, ideas spread across space and time 

through translation; ideas become materialized, i.e. turned into objects or actions 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). The ideas, however, must invoke an exciting feeling and 

be presented as a solution for organizational problems (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). 

When an idea encounters a new context, a form of translation process occurs; a process 

which is suggested to be followed either by a spiral-, mushroom- or hierarchal process 

(Røvik, 2008). The ideas may not only change form, but also focus, content and meaning 

(Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). The translation is argued to be guided by editing 

rules. Ideas become re-contextualized, re-formulated and used in line with the rule of logic 

(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). In the same vein, Røvik (2008) presents 

four analytical distinctions; imitating, eliminating, adding or transformation. However, 

when an idea encounters a new context it is dependent on the organizational translator 

competence (Røvik, 2008).  

 The overall aim when introducing and translating ideas is for the organization to achieve 

substantial effects (cf. Røvik, 2008). This is especially expressed in the case of leadership 

development; leadership development ought to generate organizational efficiency (Van 

Velsor et al., 2010). Individuals who become subject to organizational leadership 

development initiatives are simply assumed to apply learning and create organizational 

results (cf. Yamnill et al., 2001; Allen & Hartman, 2008) and such results are suggested to 

occur at the three levels; individual, organizational and societal (Grove et al., 2005). Yet, 

from a translation perspective, the content and actual application of learning in everyday 

work ought to be highly dependent not only on the individual interpretation, but on external 

factors as well. By borrowing understandings from a learning perspective, it is possible to 

note how trainee/motivational factors (Holton, 1996; 2005; Kirwan & Birchall, 2006; Allen 

& Hartmann, 2008), transfer design (Yamnill et al., 2001; Marineau & Hannum, 2003; 

Holton, 2005; Kirewan & Birchall, 2006) and the transfer climate (Holton, 1996; 2005; 
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Kirwan & Birchall, 2006; Lim & Morris, 2006; Allen & Hartmann, 2008) affect the 

learning outcome.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: A conceptualization of our study derived from our theoretical conclusion 

 

As such, the conceptualization of this study is how leadership development as an idea 

travels through the organization and finally reaches the target; the managers who are 

expected to develop leadership capacity and capability and generate organizational results.  
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3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Research approach  

We are positioning within the interpretative research approach and believe that reality is 

socially constructed and knowledge is related to subjective meanings (cf. Saunders et. al. 

2009). The knowledge obtained from our empirical findings has increased and developed 

alongside with our theoretical understanding. The process making related to our research 

has not been linear. We use earlier research to develop an understanding of the empirical 

phenomenon, and by that, both theoretical and empirical parts are evolving simultaneously 

(cf. Layder, 1998). 

 

3.2 About the research strategy  

Within this research, an exploratory single case study (cf. Saunders et al., 2009; Yin, 2012) 

was conducted. It was a suitable research strategy since it allowed us to use a variety of 

lenses of how a phenomenon could be revealed and understood (De Massis & Kotlar, 

2014). A qualitative case study strategy was also of particular interest though we aim to 

gain a rich and in-depth understanding of human experience and its context (cf. Andersen, 

1998; Saunders et. al., 2009; Gillham, 2010; Yin, 2012; De Massis & Kotlar, 2014) i.e. the 

context of leadership development and how its processes are enacted. 

 Our case organization was chosen because it represents an interesting case and it 

provided us with an opportunity to achieve unique research access (cf. De Massis & Kotlar, 

2014) to key individuals and internal documents. The organization is operating within the 

financial banking service industry and serves both private and organizational customers in 

Sweden and parts of Europe. The organization offers, for instance, loans, financing 

opportunities and advices, cash management, pension solutions and insurances. Currently, 

the European banking sector undergoes great changes and is facing new challenges in the 

form of a high-tech digital development (Singh; 2011; Findahl, 2013) which affect large 

parts of our case organizations’ operations and know-how as well. The European banking 

sector is experiencing an increased competition in pace with those technological 

developments (Varadarajan & Manjit, 2002) which require organizations to continuously 

improve and adjust in order to remain successful and not jeopardize dying out (cf. 

Nistelrooij & Sminia, 2010; Singh, 2011; Smith, 2011). Therefore, our case organization 
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acts and operates within a dynamic industry where the change processes never stagnates. 

Due to the dynamic surrounding, our case organization has employed an external 

recruitment stop to favor the internal mobility of labor capital, and instead, develop and 

grow their own leaders.  

 

3.2.1 Research procedures 

The access to the empirical field has been obtained after we presented our research proposal 

to the HR management of our case organization who provided us with contact information 

to twelve (12) individuals. All individuals were approached by e-mail. We presented our 

research idea and asked them if they were interested to participate in our study. In total, we 

were able to arrange meetings with two (2) individuals with the ultimate responsibility for 

all organizational leadership development activities and seven (7) managers who have 

participated in such activities at latest in the spring of 2014. The latter demarcation was 

important because a certain amount of time had passed and the managers have had time and 

possibility to translate and apply learning in their daily work. In that sense, the total number 

of respondents within this study is nine (9) individuals. The study is therefore based on a 

non-probability sample, or more specifically a snowball sample, which was a useful 

technique since it otherwise, would have been difficult to identify the right individuals (cf. 

Saunders et al., 2009 p.240). The study was conducted in the spring of 2015.  

 Within an interpretative approach and qualitative studies, small samples and in-depth 

investigations are suitable data collection techniques (cf. Hartman, 1998; Saunders et al., 

2009, Cahia et al., 2011; De Massis & Kotlar, 2014). This study is therefore based on 

qualitative interviews and document studies. We conducted nine (9) qualitative face-to-face 

semi-structured interviews (cf. Saunders et al., 2009). The interviews took place at the 

home office and headquarter of our case organization and were located to Stockholm and 

areas nearby. The interviews were limited to approximately 30 to 90 minutes with each 

respondent. During the interviews, we used an audio recorder and took notes. We have also 

e-mailed some of the respondents when we needed complementary information. 

Documents collected were education descriptions, work materials, internal evaluation 

studies, program agendas, schedules and policy papers. In addition, information from the 

organization's website has been obtained as well as the intranet. The intranet is not 

accessible for individuals outside the organization. 
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Figure 3.1: The study’s design 

 

The aim with this research is to increase our understanding around the idea of leadership 

development and how it manifests itself in organizational practice. This was undertaken by 

analyzing how leadership development as an idea becomes captured and translated into a 

local organizational context and subsequently how such an organizational translation 

enables the leaders to translate and apply learning in everyday work. Hence, leadership 

development will be studied at two levels; at the organizational and individual level.  

 Leadership development is a wide idea (cf. Brungardt, 1997; Day, 2001; Collins & 

Holton, 2004; Van Velsor et al., 2010), which leaves room for interpretation in the local 

context. The whole industry is challenged of finding new approaches (Petrie, 2014), 

however, little is known why and how a particular idea is translated into work practices (cf. 

Morris & Lancaster, 2006). We wanted to reveal how the translation process was carried 

out regarding strategies that legitimize and contextualize workplace activities by using the 

lens of the translation perspective. In order to understand how the organizational translation 

was carried out, we turned to documents and interviewed individuals with the ultimate 

responsibility for the organization’s leadership development activities. To study the 

organizational translation closer, we have chosen to define three themes which can assess 

this. These themes concern why leadership development became captured, how it was 

translated into formalized activities and finally how the organization through this process is 

trying to stimulate individual learning.  
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Translation at the organizational level 

Theme 1 The capture and interpretation of the idea 

Theme 2 Materialization into formalized activities 

Theme 3 Efforts to stimulate development and learning 

Table 3:1 Themes depicting the translation of the idea at the organizational level 

 

An idea is never introduced in tabula rasa. On the contrary, there are structures, practices, 

procedures, a series of other circulating ideas and not least individuals. The overall aim 

when introducing and translating ideas is for the organization to achieve substantial effects 

(Røvik, 2008). An idea is expected to contribute to change (cf. Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996). However, in order for a change to survive and generate organizational effects it is 

dependent that the individuals within the organization make their own interpretation and 

apply learning in practice (cf. Illeris, 2007). Hence, the translation at the individual level 

concentrates on the manager’s interpretation and possibility to translate and apply learning 

from organizational leadership development initiatives in everyday work. Here, we used the 

translation of ideas as an overall framework, but also borrowed understandings from the 

field of learning and suggested outcomes related to leadership development in order to 

understand what stimulates and hinder the individual processing. We turned to internal 

documents and interviewed managers
8
 who have participated in organizational leadership 

development programs. To study the individuals’ translation closer, we have chosen to 

define three themes which can assess this. These themes concern manager’s interpretation, 

how they translate the idea into action and difficulties related to process.  

 

Translation at the individual level 

Theme 1 Interpretation of the idea 

Theme 2 Translation of the idea into action 

Theme 3 Difficulties associated to the translation and application of learning in everyday work 

Table 3:2 Themes that depict the translation and ability to apply learning at the individual level 

 

Thus, this paper has not only adopted the lens of the translation perspective, but also 

borrowed understandings from the field of learning. The translation of ideas perspective 

                                                           
8
 The case organization depicts the managers as leaders since they lead various large workforces towards 

organizational results. 
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and the field of learning have to some extant similarities because they both treat a 

reciprocal process between ideas and the subject at hand, but they represent different 

entrances and analytical tools. The institutional perspective has the strength of being 

comparative and integrative although it is challenged regarding its weakness of being 

deterministic (Sturdy, 2004) and its lack of data addressing specific outcomes of such 

processes (Røvik, 2008). Due to weaknesses and strengths of the theoretical perspectives 

related to the studying of ideas, it ought to be beneficial to draw insights from different 

academic disciplines, especially those that integrate learning process and outcome (cf. 

Sturdy, 2004). This has been undertaken in order to increase our understanding around the 

idea of leadership development and how it manifests itself in organizational practice.  

 

3.3 Processing and analyzing the data 

The process of the data underwent three phases. In the first phase, all the material from the 

interviews and documents was transcribed and translated in detail. In the second phase, this 

large amount of raw data had to become reduced, and compared, structured and carefully 

collected. The raw data was placed into context, connected to our themes. The last phase 

involved to further reduce and compare the outcome with the original raw material. We 

have throughout the process strived to compare our material (i.e. documents and 

interviews) and different statements have been validated and compared against each other. 

In that sense we have tried, as suggested within case study methods, to triangulate our data 

(cf. Yin, 1989). In the analysis part we have followed our theme structure. In the first part 

we focused on the translation process at the organizational level. In the second part we 

focused on translation at the individual level and the possibility to apply learning from 

leadership development initiatives in everyday work.   

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

When conducting research there are important ethical considerations to make. In our 

research, all the interviews are based on informed consent (cf. Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). 

We have informed all the respondents about our research and its purpose. To keep 

confidentiality (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009) we have chosen to not reveal the organization 

nor the respondents name, age, education level or gender. This information has no 

connection to the study’s purpose and thus does not affect the results. The case organization 

will therefore simply be referred to as the case organization and the nine respondents in 

letters A to I. Anonymity may also have contributed to a greater sense of freedom; the 
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respondent may have been able to express themselves in a free manner in the sharing of 

thoughts and reflections on the topic. In addition, all the respondents have proofread and 

verified their own answers and quotes. This was important in order to avoid 

misunderstandings (cf. Kvale & Brinkman, 2009; Trost, 2010).  

 The interview situation may have created power asymmetry (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). 

Therefore, it was a conscious decision to place the interviews at the respondent’s home 

offices and headquarter, i.e. in a well-known environment where the respondents ought to 

discuss the topics in a comfortable way. We decided to interview one respondent at time in 

order to avoid any risk of social control (cf. Trost, 2010) that may impact the respondents’ 

answers. While respondents from different hierarchical levels are unlikely to engage in 

convergent retrospective sensemaking and impression management, (De Massis & Kotlar, 

2014), we interviewed respondents from different business units. This means that the 

managers have different positions within the organization as well as responsibility for 

various large workforces.   

 It is known that comments, tone or non-verbal behavior may impact the respondent (cf. 

Saunders et al., 2009; Kvale & Brinkman, 2009; Trost, 2010). Therefore, it was of utter 

importance to not force the respondents into certain answers and to formulate questions that 

are not steering but encouraged further discussion. We as interviewers did try to avoid 

statements and suggestions.
9
 Quotes are carefully selected to illustrate the empirical 

findings and they are used in relation to the rest of the text in order to understand them in 

its proper context. Additionally, by using an audio recorder, it did not only enable the 

process of the data, but also to re-listen to avoid misunderstandings and quote respondents’ 

properly. 

 

3.5 Data quality aspects  

All interviews are knowledge based operations. Hence, there is a number of data quality 

issues related to qualitative research design that needs to be addressed in order to be able to 

produce trustworthy knowledge. The underlying assumptions of our research view have, for 

instance, explicitly been presented to illustrate how knowledge within this research is 

understood. We have tried to be explicit about our decisions, selection of case and data 

collection procedures because the empirical findings within this research are dependent on 

the study’s aim, methodology and theoretical framework. Indirectly, this means that, to 

some extent, this study’s theoretical framework is characterized by subjective selections.  

                                                           
9
 Please note the interview guide in appendix II.  
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Our decision to use semi-structured interviews gave us the opportunity to follow-up on 

specific questions, to clarify misunderstanding, receive more in-depth answers and to 

collect data rich with details (cf. Saunders 2009; De Massis & Kotlar, 2014). We also 

believe that the data collection method and techniques invited the respondents to reflect 

upon the questions (cf. Saunders et al., 2009). However, there is a risk that the outcome of 

the research may suffer from informants’ memory failure, inaccurate recall of past events or 

from memory distortion. As De Massis & Kotlar (2014) explain, the latter can result from 

hindsight bias, attributional bias, subconscious attempts to maintain self-esteem or 

impression management. One key approach, however, is to use many different and well 

informed respondents who can view the phenomenon from different perspectives (De 

Massis & Kotlar, 2014). Therefore within this study we have interviewed nine (9) 

respondents from different hierarchal levels. We are aware of the difficult task for 

managers to retrospectively rate how much they exhibit a behavior over a period of time. 

However, by having semi-structured questions it ought to stimulate for reflection. It is 

possible that some manager may give answers by the book, but that is still interesting 

because it represents what they actually perceive as legitimate and appropriate at that 

certain time and situation. However, we want to add that the respondents did not have 

access to the interview questions beforehand, and did in that sense lack the possibility to 

formulate answers in advance.   

 Due to a single case study, we recognize that our transferability and generalizability may 

be somewhat limited (cf. Andersen, 1998), although it allowed us to study micro processes 

up close. The respondents provide subjective thoughts and the result in this study is not 

possible to scientifically generalize. However, our goal is not to provide statistical 

generalization, but to achieve analytical generalization (cf. Bryman, 2002; Yin, 2009). We 

believe that due to our interpretative research approach and decision to conduct qualitative 

semi-structured interviews, it will construct valuable knowledge about the social reality the 

respondents are a part of (cf. Saunders et al, 2009). It allows us to focus on individual 

narratives. We can compare it with how our respondents tell us their stories about their 

reality in order for us to understand their actions. We believe that this result will generate 

valuable insights, rich descriptions and arguments that ought to be able to transfer into 

other contexts (cf. Kvale & Brinkman 2009), especially in other knowledge-intensive 

organizations (cf. Swart & Kinnie, 2003). We have conducted research in a real context, 

within an organization where leadership development initiatives are a part of the everyday 

organizational life which helps us to create a constructed image and illustration of the idea.  
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4. Findings 

 

4.1 Translation at the organizational level  

In the following section, findings from the translation of leadership development at the 

organizational level are outlined.   

 

4.1.1 The capture and interpretation of the idea 

It is not known when the idea arrived and became captured within the organization. 

According to the respondents from HR Group, the organization has always been working 

with management and leadership development.  

  

There has always been some form of development of leaders 

[HR Group, Respondent B] 

 

It (leadership development) has been around and existed for a 

long time [HR Group, Respondent A] 

 

One respondent has worked within the organization since the 1980s and stresses that 

development of leaders has existed, at least, since then.  

 Today, the initiatives to invest in leadership development steam from explicit expressed 

requirements formulated by CEO and the top management. The respondents from HR 

Group argue that it is of utter importance to continue to invest in leadership development 

since the organization is facing an uncertain future and is experiencing a rapid rate of 

change in their surrounding environment.  

 

What will a bank be in two to three years? Will they still exist? 

Are there any customers? There is an analogy with the travel 

industry; some travel agencies still exist because they add some 

kind of value… This whole journey of change is huge, it 

requires a lot of communication and efforts to get everyone to 

understand it and have the motivation to continue.  In the 

future, it (the organization) will not look as it does today and 

the leaders are therefore an incredibly important target group 

that helps assist and implement this… Leadership is a key 

linchpin for the organization’s future and what the entire 

platform rests on [HR Group, Respondent A] 

 

Leadership development is about developing managers to become updated on a dynamic 

market and who contribute to employees work satisfaction.  
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We want managers who run their everyday work and get their 

employees to feel good [HR Group, Respondent B] 

 

As such, leadership development is conceptualized in terms of how the development of 

managers will lead to organizational results due to motivated employees at work. However, 

one respondent argues that a manager cannot capitalize the learning for life since it is 

perishable. Instead, continuously development and practice are essential. The development 

of leaders has become increasingly important especially since the organization has adopted 

an external recruitment stop. Only a few external recruitments are conducted and those 

must be approved by the executive management.  

 
It (leadership) is an extremely important base. If this 

organization is about to progress, earn money, achieve 

customer satisfaction and employee satisfaction, a lot of the 

responsibility and possibility rests on the leaders and their role 

[HR Group, Respondent A] 

 

The world is changing, the organization is changing and, also 

the leadership needs to change [HR Group, Respondent B] 

 

According to the respondents, leadership can be developed, although behavioral changes 

will take time. One respondent argues, however, that managers are more or less suitable in 

leader roles than others.  

  

4.1.2 Structuring formalized activities  

The organization has, within HR Group, established a unit responsible for leadership 

development activities. This responsibility includes being updated about the latest research, 

to initiate and revise the portfolio and provide leadership development activities to the 

managers within the organization.  

 The need of to have a common understanding regarding leadership and the leader role 

resulted into developing five leader criteria. The criteria are viewed as a guideline on how a 

leader should behave. The managers have, according to the respondents from HR Group, 

freedom within these boarders to pursue leadership in their own way. The leadership 

criteria are communicated in the onboarding process for new managers as well as in the 

internal documents and in the leadership development programs.  
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Figure 4.1: Leader criteria 

 

It is the organization’s values that are translated into the criteria. The criteria express the 

organization’s expectations on the managers and serves as a leadership guide. The criteria 

are also the tool for understanding, changing and develop leadership all together. It serves 

as a basis for how the organization works with recruitment, development, evaluation and 

settlement of the managers. 

 Being clear means creating a vision. This requires good communication, highlight great 

achievements and victories and to give feedback in such ways that it leads to improvement.  

 

An invisible manager has no leadership [Internal document] 

 

A manager is the center of the group and it must be possible for the employees to 

communicate with their leader. Taking responsibility means both formally (e.g. budget, 

personnel, safety issues) and morally. If a manger does not take responsibility, then he or 

she is not a leader. It is also important that the leader is able to see the big picture; everyone 

works for the same purpose. The manager needs to care about people and results and 

develop relationships because people who feel better will create better results. The 

leadership approach that is communicated is situational which means that the manager 

needs to adjust to the current situation.   

 Leadership is not treated in isolation, but combined with leader development and 

integrated as an essential foundation together with customer satisfaction and digitalization 

management. According to internal guidelines, leadership is viewed as contagious; good 

leaders will develop good employees who generate good performance. In addition, strong 

leadership requires determination and courage. Those keywords are communicated by HR 

Group to managers through internal documents and orally in the leadership development 

programs. Determination is the engine of leadership whereas courage relates to how a 

manager must stand by his or her opinion, be open to new approaches, admit mistakes and 

Leader 
criteria 

I am clear 

I am visible 

I take and 
give 

responsibility 
I understand 
and work for 

the whole 

I care about 
people and 

results 
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move forward. The respondents from HR Group refer to the importance that all employees 

are working towards the same goal because it is only then the organization’s purpose truly 

can be achieved.  

 The HR Group has established a large portfolio of internal activities related to leader and 

leadership development. The HR Group has developed a so-called staircase which contains 

different steps, ranging from new leader and leadership development programs for non-

managers to programs developed for more experienced leaders.
10

 The programs are, 

according to the respondents from HR Group, based on voluntarily participation and could 

be seen as a “smorgasbord”. This information is communicated by the intranet and through 

the learning management system (LMS). 

 The organizational efforts to develop the leadership capacity and capability occur in the 

context of the programs. A so-called "start-up" package includes four different programs; 

(1) new as a manager, (2) the manager’s role, (3) motivation and leadership and (4) new as 

a leader. These activities are referred to as “handrails to hold on and lean back to”. 

Leadership development initiatives have therefore become integrated with training on being 

a manager and a leader.  

 New as a manager is a 2-day program and all new managers are automatically admitted 

to it. The aim with this program is to visualize the expectations the organization has on 

managers and create an understanding of the organizations’ values, ethos, policies, culture 

and strategy. It also aims to stimulate the managers to build a network. The program has an 

agenda and representatives from organizational units are invited to hold lectures about 

different topics such as the organizations brand, risk management, leadership and 

communication, digitalization and development.  

 The second part, managers’ role, is also a 2-day program that provides an overview of 

the manager's everyday life in terms of the employer's role and responsibilities. This aim is 

to provide an overall framework on what affect the managers’ everyday work regarding 

personnel and organizational development.  

 The third part motivation and leadership is a 3-day program. The focus is on the 

organizations’ values, leader criteria and communication training. This program has been 

developed and supported by external trainers. The overall aim is to learn how to motivate 

and engage employees. This program provides learning on basic psychology with a focus 

on driving forces, motivational factors and individuals’ reactions. The managers are 

provided tools on how to use different communication techniques in order to influence the 

                                                           
10

 A leader is defined as an individual with personnel responsibility. This individual is viewed as important 

because it is through his or her leadership employees are being reached.    
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employees. The push-and pull techniques are being taught and the participants are 

practicing how to give feedback and communicate with the employees.  

 The final step, new as a leader, is a 3-day program which includes training opportunities 

with internal organizational trainers. The course addresses current issues in the organization 

and links leadership theories to the leader criteria and values. The managers are conducting 

a MBTI
11

 for increased self-awareness. This training opportunity also includes 

communication techniques training, coaching, feedback, an action plan in order to facilitate 

further leadership development. The program is also viewed as an opportunity for managers 

to network. After the training, participants should be able to shape and make use of 

personal leadership and apply a number of leadership tools, theories, techniques and 

exercises. 

 The leader and leadership development programs are constantly revised, especially with 

regard to its structures. For instance, one respondent mentions how the course new as a 

leader is revised every month. Before each course the respondents from HR Group are 

updated on what has occurred in the organization lately, about the latest research on good 

leadership development and they are also turning to feedback from former participants in 

order to understand what needs to be addressed. There is a steering committee in the 

organization where meetings are held four times a year when the organization’s needs are 

discussed.   

 
Tools and models do not differ so much between courses… 

The content of the modules are revised and screwed in more or 

less all the time... all the time you remove and add parts [HR 

Group, Respondent B] 

 

The organization does collaborate with external consultancies by hiring them as training 

coaches. The respondents point out that the organization sets the framework.  

 The investments related to leadership development are unknown.
12

 Still, HR group 

wants to some extent monitor the actual outcome. It was, however, associated with 

difficulties.  

 
Evaluating immediately after a course contributes a lot to the 

development of the course, but to follow up if the material they 

have learned actually is used is something else [HR Group, 

Respondent B] 

                                                           
11

 Myers-Briggs Type Indicator is a personality test which functions as a tool for creating self-awareness and 

personal development.  
12

 This was the information we achieved during the interview sessions. Perhaps the budgeted costs could be 

obtained if the respondents had more time to investigate it further. Leadership development is included in the 

total budgeted costs regarding staff training.  
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It was also perceived as a challenge to determine if a change was due to the manager’s 

enhanced leadership capacity and capability or if it was attributable to an external cause.  

 Immediately after a program, the participants fill out an evaluation survey that is built on 

Kirkpatrick’s evaluation model
13

 level one and two. The evaluation consists of questions 

related to how the participants felt about the training experience, rating the usefulness of 

the course and which sections that needs to be changed and improved. The participants rate 

it in terms of “yes or no”, or “strongly disagree to strongly agree”. The HR Group 

respondents’ aspiration is to develop and implement more effective evaluation methods on 

longer and heavier investments. One respondent argues that one should not measure the 

impact of all programs since it is would be inefficient and too resource intensive.  

 Additionally, every manager has a leadership index, an evaluation score ranging from 0 

to 100 of how well the employees perceive the manager in terms of engagement, their 

ability to lead, their visibility, ability to include and share information and how they give 

feedback. Benchmarking is done against the entire organization. 

 

4.1.3 Organizational efforts to stimulate learning  

HR Group is working with blended learning, a mix of several dimensions of action. The 

participants should have read the material beforehand and reflect upon the topics and bring 

questions and dilemmas to the meeting. 

 
The organization cannot afford having people standing in the 

classroom with hundreds of PowerPoint slides [HR Group, 

Respondent A] 

 

In addition, the organization has adopted a so called ARL
14

 philosophy and has embraced 

the 70-20-10 model for learning and development.
15

 The model implies that 70 percent of 

learning occurs in the everyday work, 20 percent along with co-workers and 10 percent is 

through education. According to internal documents, the 70-percent-part of development 

                                                           
13

 Kirkpatrick is a training evaluation model. The first level is based on the reaction of students meaning, how 

the participants felt about the training or learning experience. The second level connects to the measurement 

of the increase in knowledge - before and after the training.  
14

 Action-reflection-learning philosophy is developed by the MiL Institute. People learn from experiences in 

practices. The overall aim with this is to create a method to think and feel based on practical experiences and 

to draw conclusions to new situations. It is about experiencing tacit knowledge which is converted into 

conscious action rules.  
15

 Charles Jennings developed 70-20-10 as a strategic model for practical implementation. Charles Jennings is 

today considered as a learning and performance expert working at Internet Time Alliance. The respondents 

from HR Group refer to a YouTube-link [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t6WX11iqmg] on how the 

organization views learning. This means that it is impossible to manage learning, HR Group can only 

facilitate it, support it and help it happen.  
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occurs at work through reflection, social media, case studies, stimulating tasks and by 

shadowing. The 20-percent part of development occurs through mentoring, to listen, 

coaching, feedback, to create a network and discuss with others. The 10-percent part is the 

development through formal training. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.2: The 70-20-10 model  

 

This model is applied since learning is all about context. The overall objective with 70-20-

10 is that individuals pull learning when they need it, where they need it, where it is going 

to be most effective for them and when they got problems to solve. 

 
You can attend to a course, but it is not until you practice what 

you have learned it matters, it is in the work you learn for real. 

Nothing happens until you actually begin to practice… all 

skills are perishable goods, if I'm not working on it I will lose it 

eventually [HR Group, Respondent B] 

 

The responsibility to take advantage of the effect from leadership development investments 

rests at the regional level and the different business units. However, the HR Group wants to 

extend the learning process by trying to ensure that there is some sort of activity afterwards. 

This is done through feedback from Lync-meetings
16

 and coaching.  

 

4.2 Translation at the individual level 
In the following section, findings from the translation process of leadership development at 

the individual level are outlined, i.e. findings based on the managers who have participated 

in the organizational leadership development initiatives.    

 

                                                           
16

 Lync is a communication tool on the computer including the ability to call, chat, share files, making 

presentations or video conferencing with each other from the same program. 

70% 

20% 

10% 

At work Through others Formal learning
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4.2.1 The interpretation of the idea 

The organization has thus structured and developed internal frameworks and activities 

related to leadership development. However, as already been stated, it is the manager's 

responsibility to apply learning in everyday work; a common understanding shared by all 

managers.  

 The managers explain how they exert a situational leadership approach because their 

employees have different needs, personalities, skills and backgrounds. The common belief 

is that the organization's success depends on that the employees are satisfied at work. The 

managers articulated the important responsibility to communicate; to be visible and create a 

positive feedback culture in order to facilitate the employees understanding about the 

business environment and where the organization is heading.  

 According to the majority of managers, the organization’s leader criteria are present, 

almost as a reminder in the everyday work. They are trying to act in line with those even 

though they cannot refer to all the five criteria by heart. Several of the managers add the 

importance to truly respect the individual and allocate time to be personal with each 

employee. One manager mentions specifically the combination of being clear and humble 

as a leader.   

 
The fact is that you are both a manager and a leader. Being a 

leader means being a bit of a therapist. I need to understand 

where my employees are. Everyone has a backpack. There is a 

reason why people react in certain ways and in certain 

situations [Manager I] 

 

Being a leader involves softer aspects and a greater team approach. One manager argues 

that leadership is about freeing others energy. Another manager explains the responsibility 

to create such conditions that makes it possible for employees to carry out with their jobs.  

 
Employees should have the right tools and the right conditions. 

Everything else is my task to handle. Credit should hundred 

percent go to them and negative thoughts should be filtered 

through me. It is my task to transform the negative to 

constructive criticism… I am the one sweeping in front of the 

curling globes [Manager D] 

 

The initiative to attend to the organization’s leadership development initiatives was usually 

taken by the managers. The majority had searched for information by themselves. One 

manager “reads a lot about leadership” whereas another refers to “love working with 

development and wants to be developed”. One manager had taken private sessions with a 

CBT-therapist with the aim to learn the connection between thought, emotion and 
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psychological aspects. From these sessions, the manager brought tools and knowledge into 

the workplace.  

  

4.2.2 Translation of the idea into action 

All the managers who participated in the programs view the leadership development 

programs as opportunities to build network. In addition, the majority of the managers 

believe that the programs have increased their ability to be good leaders. One manager 

refers it to an opportunity to get help to navigate within the leadership role.   

 
I had taken the challenge to become a leader, so it seemed 

obvious… I wanted to take all help I could get. Every day the 

job is all about navigating, so I needed help to find the right 

direction within leadership [Manager C] 

 

Others, however, refer to the programs as an opportunity for repetition.  

 
When it comes to leadership, it never hurts to repeat  

[Manager G] 

 

It is good to fresh up the knowledge [Manager F] 

 

One manager argues that the decision to participate in the programs sometimes may be due 

to prestigious feelings which mean that the most important part is what eventually becomes 

“written on the business card”. Sometimes the programs are substitutes for poor salary.  
 

Training is sometimes a way to make up for having a poor 

salary. The training becomes more like a privilege, you attend 

to this program instead [Manager D] 

 

Another manager mentions how a younger professional employee is very eager and wants 

to attend to the programs in order to increase the possibility to achieve a manager position 

someday.  

 All the managers argue that the real leadership learning occurs in their everyday work. 

Knowledge and tools are obtained from the programs whereas it is in practice the managers 

develop and exert it. Two of the managers had though never heard about the 70-20-10 

model. One manager refers to the philosophy as more of a product of internal work since it 

is not actively communicated.  
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All managers explain how they apply learning, especially in the personal development (PD) 

conversations
17

 with their employees. They try to use and apply different communication 

techniques in difficult and sensitive conversations such as with low performing employees 

or in salary negotiation. One commonly used technique is to start with positive 

reinforcement.  

 
This methodology, right or wrong, is all about being pretty 

short in conversations. Being nice, of course, but say, I 

appreciate you very much because you are good at doing 

business, but I do not appreciate that you always are late. If you 

continue to be late, there will be consequences. This 

(technique) is good, instead of what you often do as a manager 

is that it you embark to much because you do not want to be 

too harsh [Manager I] 

 

This you do great, and I want you to do more of that. This you 

do less good, I want you to do less of it [Manager D] 

 

Several of the managers refer to a so called push-and-pull communication technique as a 

valuable tool that they try to apply in everyday work. This includes knowledge regarding 

how to push or pull for information in discussions with employees, colleagues or in a 

group. The managers mention different kinds of feedback exercises as well, for instance 

‘feedforward’ and ‘hot seat’ where they learn to both give and accept feedback in 

constructive ways. Another important learning from the programs is to be better on creating 

structures and to plan conversations beforehand. According to three managers, this 

becomes easier the more experience one have as a manager. The managers have throughout 

the years learned what kind of questions and responses usually occurs in certain situations. 

In this way, the managers are able to proactively act and talk with those who sometimes can 

be reluctant to change. 

 The programs stimulate and allow the managers to try different methods and techniques 

in the everyday work, although it has to be done in a smooth way.  

 
I try different things but I have to do it in a smart way so that 

there will be no - oh - now the boss has been on education 

again [Manager G] 

 

This experience is shared among the managers. The majority is eager to apply new tools 

and techniques after attending a course, although the experience is that it is easy to “fall 

back on routine”.  

                                                           
17

 A conversation between manager and subordinate, to discuss the subordinate's performance and 

development within the organization. 
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The managers argue that there is a difference at both the individual and organizational 

level, although it is impossible to truly quantify the impact from the leadership 

development initiatives. At the individual level, they are able to communicate better. This 

is essential, especially since some units are experiencing great changes. The learning also 

becomes visible in sharp situations such as in potential conflicts in personal development 

(PD) conversations or salary negotiations with the employees. Some managers argue that it 

is important to constantly talk, informally and formally, with the employees about the 

current situation and where the organization is heading. Others argue that the programs 

have helped them become more secure in the leader role.  

 
The training opened my eyes, it becomes clear that the small 

concrete things make a difference, which among other things I 

noticed in my group. It is very easy. Before I was inside and 

poked in the very self and made jobs instead of streamlining 

and split and let those who can do the jobs actually perform 

them. So I would say that the training along with tools make 

your work easier [Manager C] 

 

Others refer to how it has helped to distinguish fact from person and to delegate activities.  
 

 

The tools have helped me a little to distinguish things and 

person. So it has given me the tools to depersonalize myself, 

step into my role as a manager when I talk with my employees. 

Everything becomes much clearer, it is not personal [Manager 

D]  

 

All the managers argue that it is possible to grow into the leader role and to apply learning 

in different contexts. According to one manager, learning from leadership development 

could be used in different units, organizations and even industries since it is general and 

“about people”.  

 

Leadership is generic and situational, but the techniques and 

theories are the same [Manager H] 

 

Another manager mentions though, that sometimes it is not applicable because there may 

be new twists in a new context.  

 The managers cannot highlight any measurable results from programs at the 

organizational level. One manager emphasizes the importance on knowing the return on 

investment regarding education.  
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Education is also costly and the return of investment is 

important in that sense. What was the outcome of this course? 

If no outcome, should [the organizations name] really invest 

30 000 per person, plus salary? (Manager D) 

 

Instead they refer to indirect results. The managers believe that they motivate the 

employees in such ways that it leads to work satisfaction, and eventually improved 

organizational efficiently.   

 
The outcome is that you as a manager help organize and 

structure the everyday work in a better way. The employees 

become satisfied, and the customer as well. We can become 

more efficient in our process then [Manager I] 

 

All the managers except one argue that the program has not contributed to a change at the 

societal level, and if, according to one manager, it has to be on an extremely indirect level, 

meaning that “happy employees contribute to a happier society”. One manager argues that 

the learned educational tools such as how to give feedback or how to keep dialogue also 

affected relationships with family, friends, other organizations and sports.  

 

4.2.3 Difficulties to translate and apply learning in everyday work 

Thus, the managers are provided with different methods and tools, and then it is mainly up 

to them to adopt and apply it.  

 
It's up to each and every one to apply learning. Personally, I 

want to learn things. If I am on a course for three days, I want 

to learn and get back with everything. So for me the return on 

investment is good. But for someone who is not as interested as 

me, the return on investment would not be as good [Manager 

H] 

 

The strategy that flows out is to just do it. You have the tools, 

now apply it. This is the toolbox - use it. That is the strategy. 

Then it was all kinds of things such as different hives or hats 

and everything what it is. We touch on many tools [Manager F] 

 

Although it appears that managers are trying to apply learning in their daily work, it turns 

out to be associated with certain obstacles. The managers argue that they are good at 

applying new learning in their everyday work, but it is easy to “fall back on routine” and do 

the exact same as before. However, it becomes easier to apply learning the more managers’ 

practice.  
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It is difficult to use things in our daily work, but you get better 

at it the more you practice [Manager E] 

 

Knowledge from training is also, according to the respondents, perishable goods.  

 
One should become better at working on using more tools than 

just fall back on routine. The more training get, you'll take 

something with you. It is difficult to bring everything back 

because you have a reality at home and it becomes so easy to 

steam ahead [Manager I] 

 

It is perishable. It is easy to fall back and you might move a 

little bit forward. What you save and add is perhaps ten percent 

[Manager F] 

 

One manager emphasizes how the course coordinator therefore could develop more 

detailed strategies to teach how to transfer learning from training sessions and apply in 

practice. The managers try to “pick up the tools when they are needed”. This means that the 

probability to actually use the tools later is dependent on the situation and recent incidents 

at the home unit. It is thus easier for the manager to assimilate the content of the course if it 

is possible to link it to an event at the home office, such as, how to respond an employee 

who constantly comes late to work or are reluctant to change. 

 Another important aspect is to learn how be aware of and allocate time for reflection.  

 
I think this leadership philosophy is fine as long as you have 

the time and opportunity, otherwise you risk falling flat 

[Manager E] 

 

Some managers mention the lack of time for reflection since there are several other issues 

which immediately need to be solved due to the great changes in the organization. Instead, 

the daily work revolves more around execution and action.  

 
A lot is about sealing leaks. The boat is not completely sealed. 

You cannot argue if we should have nylon sails or if we should 

polish and repaint it a little. No, it's about to seal that hole 

otherwise we sink. It sounds drastic but analogically it could be 

viewed like that [Manager F] 
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One manager argues that one becomes equipped with several tools but does not have the 

mandate to use them in the daily operations due to internal politics or territories.  
 

The nearest manager may experience a threat that you have 

assimilated educational learning and may pass him or her in the 

hierarchical stairway. You should go in the right order, which 

is a major obstacle for those who want to develop. This is a 

general problem throughout the organization [Manager D] 

 

This leads, according to the manager, to frustration and the opportunity to actually develop 

becomes limited. Even if a manager has received positive feedback from employees and a 

high score at the leadership index, the manager may be hold back by higher ranked 

managers. Another issue is, according to one manager, that the organization may reward 

skilled specialist by offering them educational management and leadership training even 

though they may not be interested or suitable for such position. Then, according to the 

manager, the learning will not be applied. The organization is also working cross boarders, 

trying to integrate different cultures and the education may become very fragmented. 

 The managers are arguing that support and consultation with higher ranked managers are 

incredibly important in order to be able to apply and use the learning in everyday work. The 

tools, methods and techniques are dependent on that the units are on the same track and 

involvement. All the respondents argue that they want the training regarding 

communication and feedback to be offered with more regularity since learning from 

courses may fade unless the learning is repeated or used. Repetition is needed and the focus 

must be on practical assignments, not lecture oriented.   

 

When you participate in the first course you get many tools, but 

everything is new. So in the second course you consolidate 

much of what you learned earlier. A lot has to do with 

continuity, to consolidate, update exercises and get reminders, 

because you easily forget things. The situations change all the 

time, so you have to be reminded and get repetition [Manager 

E]  

 

According to the managers it is their responsibility to take initiatives for discussions, 

allocate time for reflection and to try new techniques and methods. The managers mention 

some opportunities to discuss the learning via follow-up meetings in Lync and through 

training partners, when two by two stay together and discuss afterwards. However, this is, 

according to the majority of respondents, not working well. It is easy to “escape and not 

attend”, specifically if one get a training partner from another country. To have a training 

partner from another country often resulted in a lack of contact due to the distance. Instead, 

one manager mentions the importance of having good examples at the home work 
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environment. This manager is trying to use the same techniques as another higher ranked 

manager which means using fewer words and instead visualize situations and events.  

Every manager has a leadership index, a evaluation score ranging from 0 to 100 on how 

well the employees perceive the manager in terms of engagement, their ability to lead, their 

visibility, ability to include and share information and how they give feedback. 

Benchmarking is done against the entire organization. One manager explains that the 

leadership index can reflect the employees’ perception.  

 
I remember that I quit during one specific PD conversation. I 

just didn’t think it was fun. It was exciting that it later on 

showed in the survey that it actually works. Then I changed my 

approach… the next PD conversation and got better result 

[Manager G] 

 

One manager states that the evaluation is useful even though it can be tough. Several 

respondents argue that it has to be dealt constructively.  

 
 .. you should not over analyze it (leadership index), like you 

do with everything else (Manager F) 

 

Two of the managers mention the difficulty to achieve the leadership index score. Even 

though the overall result is excellent, they tend to focus on less excellent parts. 

 
I am an expert at looking at what is less good… It (leadership 

index) was around 80 and that is good. But then I choose 

anyhow to focus on what perhaps was 73... Why is it 73? 

Instead to praise myself of being clear and compassionate, I 

focus on the other sections, the ones that are not as good. 

(Manager I) 

 

One manager explains that the leadership index is good if one uses it in a learning purpose. 

Another manager argues that with years of experience one learn how to handle this kind of 

information. Now, this manager knows that the index will be lower in times when the units 

carry out major changes. Major changes will generate less positive reactions that 

sometimes, unfairly, are directed towards the manager who has not the mandate or the 

economic resources to act differently. Some of the managers are asking whether leadership 

index is a suitable tool  

 
It is very important to talk about what you need to develop as a 

leader. But a question is whether it (leadership index) is the 

right tool [Manager H] 
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Several of the managers raise the concern and the desire to allocate time and work with 

development in a more integrated way in the everyday work with their higher ranked 

managers.   
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5. Analysis 

 

5.1 Translation at the organizational level 
In this following section, the analysis regarding the translation at the organizational level 

will be outlined.  

 

5.1.1 The idea as a solution for organizational issues 

There is a long tradition of working with leader and leadership development, whereby it 

becomes impossible to directly identify when the idea was captured by the organization. 

Instead, such organizational practices had become institutionalized, i.e. taken for granted 

and leadership development was integrated as a natural part within the organizational 

context.  

 The spending in leadership development was unknown and instruments to truly measure 

the impact lacked. Regular investments were, however, made in order to increase 

organizational efficiency. The translation process was combined with the use of rhetoric for 

change. The articulated need was centered on the importance of being updated about the 

latest research in the field and to handle rapid changes in the business environment. The 

organization was facing an uncertain future. However, this emphasis was on such 

challenges which affected the whole financial industry, not only the organization. The 

journey of change required communication and action, and the leaders had the important 

task to lead, motivate and involve the employees. As such, leadership development was 

pre-eminently viewed as a compelling solution to organizational issues. Leadership was the 

“entire platform” the organization rested on and developing leadership capacity and 

capability would result into work satisfaction among the employees and thus lead to 

organizational efficiency. This understanding is in line with the research on management 

ideas (cf. Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996), which suggests that those ideas presented as an 

exciting solution to current problems have greater probability to become realized. In that 

sense, the logic behind the practices rests on the reference to clarified causes and effects 

and on how the idea is expected to solve organizational issues (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; 

Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). In one way, the desire for change seemed to be the very essence of 

leadership development and the importance of leadership was expected to spread and 

influence the managers' perception as well. This rhetoric may contribute to the 

legitimization of workplace activities related to leadership development, especially in a 
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time when the actual outcome is not truly known. It was, for instance, associated with 

difficulties to assess whether a positive result at an organizational unit was due to 

leadership development in itself or whether it originated from other external factors. 

 

5.1.2 A package of formalized activities to stimulate learning  

The organizational translation of the idea was centralized and controlled by the HR Group 

and the unit especially responsible for leadership development activities. Such hierarchal 

top-down strategy (cf. Røvik, 2008) implies that the whole process was driven by the HR 

Group, although regular discussions were conducted with the business units about current 

organizational challenges. The consultants were hired as external trainers in the programs.  

 Leadership development is a wide idea. For instance, it could be defined as the 

expansion or stage of development in the cycle that promotes, encourages and assists the 

expansion of knowledge and expertise required to optimize ones leadership potential and 

performance (cf. Brungardt 1996; Day, 2001; Collins & Holton, 2004) or as the expansion 

of a collective’s capacity to produce direction, alignment and commitment (Van Velsor et 

al., 2010 p.20). In that sense, it leaves room for interpretation and discretion in the local 

organizational context. The idea was not directly imitated (cf. Røvik, 2008), but underwent 

changes in the local context on regular basis in regard to the most pressing issues within the 

organization. For instance, now leadership was combined with two other concepts; 

customer satisfaction and digitalization management and the idea was not treated in 

isolation, but used interchangeably with leader development. The desirable leadership style 

conveyed was a situational approach and the main focus was on communication and to 

learn how to be sensitive to employee’s needs.  

 Structured efforts were made to make the idea explicit in the organization. As such, the 

formulation became very important (cf. Sahlin-Andersson 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). 

The HR group shaped the content, the local execution and the processing of the idea. The 

activities undertaken resulted into materialization in terms of documents and guidelines as a 

basis for action (cf. Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). The HR Group developed five leader 

criteria. The criteria could be viewed as an invisible symbolic boundary in which the 

managers were allowed to exercise their leadership. Internally, this was spread through 

written presentations (i.e. internal documents, policy papers) and oral communications (i.e. 

in the LDPs) (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). Such an internal materialization of the 

idea meant that abstract understandings was translated into something concrete (cf. 

Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) and it may also create legitimacy for the idea since the 

criteria revolved around such themes (e.g. take responsibility, care about people and result) 
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which may seem ethically correct. The guidelines and policy documents were not narrowly 

formulated, but gave room for managers to make their own interpretation and translation. A 

rather wide view on leadership may be a result of the organizational translator competence, 

meaning that the organizational translator possessed detailed knowledge about context (e.g. 

existing relationships, reform history within the organization) and the idea (i.e. the ability 

to sort and configure the idea) (cf. Røvik, 2008).  

 In addition, the idea became materialized (cf. Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) and turned 

into a staircase of programs The programs were subject to editing repeated times; they were 

re-formulated and re-edited (cf. Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002) regard to its structure 

and current organizational challenges. However, tools and methods taught were usually the 

same. Today, a rather interpersonal competence base was central i.e. the leaders should 

become a change catalyst within each business unit. In one way, leadership development 

became a mix; a combination of philosophies (e.g. action-reflection-learning), strategies 

(e.g. 70-20-10 model for learning and development), evaluation models (e.g. Kirkpatrick 

level one and two), monitoring activities (e.g. leadership index, Lync-meetings), guidelines 

(e.g. leader criteria) and several techniques (e.g. positive reinforcement, hot seat, push-and 

pull). The main focus was on changing believes and behavior. The common understanding 

was, however, that development could not be forced upon the managers. Therefore, 

leadership development activities revolved around the 70-20-10 model which emphasizes 

how learning and development cannot be managed, only facilitated and supported. Thus, 

the organizational translation was culminated into different aspects of learning, i.e. learn 

managers to become better and more efficient in their leadership role. 

 

5.2 Translation at the individual level  

Leadership development has thus become translated from high levels of abstraction into a 

package, a tangible set of practices. Through structured materialized documents and 

leadership development programs, management tried to reinforce certain behavior and 

meaningful changes in the organization. Hence, ideas become objectified as a basis for 

action (cf. Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) and the organizational members were supposed 

to act in a manner associated with the idea. In this following section, the analysis regarding 

the translation at the individual level (i.e. managers who participated in the leadership 

development programs) will be outlined.  
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5.2.1 The interpretation of the idea 

The importance of leadership was permeated from top management down to the managers 

located at the business units. The managers tried to imitate (cf. Røvik, 2008) such 

organizational understandings, at least at a rhetoric level. For instance, a recurring theme 

among the managers was that due to the journey of change, they must be able to more 

efficiently motivate the employees in the daily work. Several managers also articulated the 

necessity to develop and apply a situational leadership approach since the employees had 

different needs, personalities, skills and background. The leader criteria was viewed as 

something to lean back on although such materialized guideline or artifact (cf. Czarniawska 

& Joerges, 1996) were not something the managers could refer to by heart. Instead, this 

local guideline was interpreted as naturally integrated since the managers expressed, for 

instance, the importance of being sensitive to the employee’s needs in the daily work. 

Leadership was perceived as a solution to organizational issues (cf. Czarnaiwaka & 

Joerges, 1996), hence it becomes essential to develop such capacity and capability. This 

rhetoric may contribute to the legitimizing of workplace activities especially in a time when 

the actual outcome or result from leadership development is still relatively unclear.  

 

5.2.2 Translation of the idea into action 

The managers were supposed to act in such manners that were associated with the 

authority’s (i.e. top management) view on leadership behavior. In the case organization, the 

investments and actual return related to leader and leadership development were unknown 

and not possible to quantify
18

. Instead rather diffuse and unclear expectations were 

expressed. The aim was to increase the managers’ capability and capacity in order to 

motivate the employees and create such conditions that it led to work satisfaction and 

organizational results. In one way, the organization offered a final version of the idea to the 

managers. However, at the individual translation level certain elements were faded away or 

eliminated (cf. Røvik, 2008), either unconsciously or consciously, when it was about to 

become translated into action. Several managers mention how they are eager to try and 

apply new learning although knowledge from organizational leadership development 

initiatives is “perishable goods”. Several managers argue that “what you save and add is 

perhaps ten percent” and how it was “easy to fall back on routine”. This implies that all 

elements offered within, for instance, leadership development programs are not absorbed or 

imitated directly at the individual level.  

                                                           
18

 This information was received during the interviews. 
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When translating the idea into action, certain elements were more clearly embraced than 

others. The most recurrent theme was how the managers were able to communicate more 

efficiently in their daily work, particularly in sharp situations and potential conflicts such as 

in personal development (PD) conversations with the employees. The managers expressed 

how they tried to be “visible” and create opportunities for formal and informal 

conversations with the employees on regular basis. Thus, the most significant change 

regarding translation of the idea into action was found at the individual level (cf. Grove et 

al., 2005; Martineau & Hannum, 2004). As such certain elements had been embraced more 

than others. For instance, there were references to how “training opened my eyes”, “helped 

de-personalize myself” or understand different aspects in their leader role. Hence, the 

organizational translation of the idea enabled the managers to become equipped, 

analogically, with a leader coat to handle different situations and the employees in a more 

objective and clear manner.  

 However, from a learning perspective the proposed feedback loops from leadership 

development (cf. Grove 2005) seemed not to occur. The leadership development did not 

impact, according to all managers except one, the society.
19

 Instead, the reference centered 

on the so called group level impact at the organizational level (cf. Martineau & Hannum, 

2004) which meant that due to the leaders’ development of skills and social capital, the 

employees became motivated in such ways that it led to work satisfaction and then 

organizational results. As such, the empirical findings indicate that instead of feedback 

loops, a more of a linear process between the individual and the organization existed. The 

leadership index, however, could be depicted as a form of feedback loop from employees to 

the managers but some managers questioned the usefulness of it. Others perceived it as 

difficult to absorb less positive parts, while some managers decided to not analyze it too 

much.  

 

5.2.3 Difficulties to translate and apply learning in everyday work 

Within the individual translation process, managers tried to embrace certain elements and 

to apply learning in everyday work. However, this was associated with difficulties and 

elements were inevitably eliminated (cf. Røvik, 2008) due to the individual interpretation, 

and external factors.  

 The managers, within the translation process, prioritized training differently and had 

various motivational driving forces (cf. Stevens & Gist, 1997; Yamnill et. al., 2001; Holton, 

                                                           
19

 Perhaps the individuals’ position within the organization and the organization’s role in society has an 

impact on the societal outcome. 
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2005; Allen & Hartman, 2008). Some managers were eager to apply new tools and 

techniques and mentioned how they “love working with development” or “read about the 

latest research” in the field. Others referred to the training sessions as an opportunity to 

simply “repeat”, whereas some stressed it as a “substitute for poor salary” or to achieve a 

“title on the business card”. Hence, to translate an idea into action in everyday work 

becomes related to how interested the individual is to develop leadership capacity and 

capability, or expressed differently, what characteristics the managers have in the 

translation process. 

 The managers were provided with tools and techniques and the organization did offer 

occasions to pair up with a training partner and participate in discussions via Lync or other 

forums. However, the managers experienced that it was their responsibility to take 

initiatives for discussions, to allocate time for reflection and to “test” and apply new 

learning. The findings illustrate that the organization can only translate the idea into a set of 

tangible activities and guidelines; a package which contains, for instance, lectures 

personality tests, communications techniques and leadership index. Ultimately, the 

managers were hold responsible for their own development and to translate the idea into 

action. By borrowing understandings from the learning perspective, it is possible to note 

how learning by doing was central to the process. One manager referred more specifically 

to it as “just do it, you have the tools, now apply it”. A fundamental important dimension to 

learning and change, however, seemed to be repetition and a deeper level of reflection. The 

managers expressed a desire to allocate more time for reflection and dialogue with higher 

ranked managers because it was easy to “fall back on routine”. As such, within the 

individual translation process, individuals needed to be reminded regarding certain 

elements of the idea. Therefore, the translation of the idea is never truly finished. Instead, 

the translation should be treated as iterative and ongoing process. 

 From a learning perspective, in order to be able to learn external support and learning 

environment becomes essential. In the training sessions (Yamnill et al., 2001; Martineau & 

Hannum, 2004; Holton, 2005), the group composition affected the learning. For instance, 

there was a risk of having internal conversations with individuals from the same unit. A 

cross boarder organization also meant implications, the learning opportunity risked to 

become fragmented due to different organizational cultures and nationalities. To have a 

training partner from another country often resulted in a lack of contact due to the distance. 

In addition, the organizational environment is viewed as an important part in the learning 

process (Holton, 2005; Allen & Hartman, 2008; Kirwan & Birchall, 2006; Alimo-Metcalfe 

& Lawler, 2001; Lim & Morris 2006). More specifically, the opportunity to actually 

develop leadership capability and capacity becomes limited if the individual is inhibited 
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due to hierarchal organizational structures, internal politics or territories. Higher ranked 

managers became either a catalyst that stimulated further development or a barrier that 

inhibited the process. In order for the managers to apply learning in everyday work, it was 

also much dependent on that units were on the same track and involvement. It was easier to 

remember and apply learning if it was connected to recent situations and events at the home 

unit. A situation to use their new knowledge may not arise within a reasonable time after 

the participation in the leadership development program, which may result into the fact that 

learning is not used directly and therefore at risk of being forgotten. This latter 

understanding could, however, be expressed differently; certain elements fade away or are 

eliminated due to these external factors. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

6.1 Concluding remarks 

Leadership development has, in an almost explosive manner taken on a particular position 

in contemporary organizations and this paper was guided by the overall purpose to 

understand how it manifests itself in organizational practice.  

 First, leadership development was investigated in terms of how such an idea was 

captured and translated into a local organizational context. Here, the translation was 

legitimized by the use of rhetoric; i.e. the desire and articulated need for change seemed to 

be the very essence of leadership development. Leadership development was interpreted as 

the solution to organizational issues and became institutionalized, taken for granted within 

the organization. The translation process was controlled hierarchically and the idea became 

materialized from high levels of abstraction and turned into a package of formalized 

guidelines and activities. The idea was translated into a unique local version, a leadership 

development mix which contained philosophies, other concepts (e.g. leader development, 

digitalization management), evaluation models, tools and methods in order to achieve 

cognitive changes among the managers. In a way, leadership development reflects a process 

of association and the programs were, for instance, reformulated and re-edited repeated 

times, depending on current organizational challenges. The translation process aimed to 

create substantial organizational results, however, “fly-little-bird-fly” was central in the 

process, i.e. individual responsibility to translate the idea into action. 

 Second, leadership development was investigated in terms of how such an 

organizational translation enables managers to translate and apply learning in everyday 

work. The managers tried, within the individual translation process to imitate 

organizational understandings regarding the importance of leadership, at least at a rhetoric 

level. The recurrent emphasize was on the importance of exercising a situational leadership 

approach. Certain elements were especially embraced. The organizational translation of the 

idea enabled the managers to become equipped, analogically, with a leader coat to handle 

different situations and the employees in a more objective and clear manner. However, 

some elements were, either unconsciously or consciously, eliminated when the idea was 

about to become translated into action. To translate the idea into action was associated with 

difficulties due to various factors such as different individual characteristics, the issue to 

allocate time for reflection and development and how higher ranked managers may either 

be a catalyst that stimulates further development or a barrier that inhibit the process. Hence, 
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the need to allocate time for reflection in a more integrated way, genuine support from 

higher ranked managers and that units are at the same track on involvement were essential 

components in the development of leadership capacity and capability.  

 

6.2. Final discussion  

Leadership development is indeed a compelling idea and due to its wide definition it has 

potential to become translated to a unique version. In one way, the possibilities become 

limitless. Since contemporary organizations seem to have a desire to distinguish 

themselves, leadership development could be depicted as an unpredictable process of 

association. In addition to what has been outlined in this paper, we want to draw attention 

to three specific areas related to leadership development and how it manifests itself in 

organizational practices; time perspective, measurement tools and individual 

characteristics.  

 

6.2.1 Time perspective 

Based on this study´s result, the translation of the idea should never be conceptualized as 

finished. Instead, the translation should be treated as an ongoing iterative process. It ought 

to take time to actually develop leadership capacity and capability. However, time is often 

viewed as a short commodity, since other more acute incidents need to be addressed. The 

days of the managers could be illustrated as “sealing leaks”. This means that the 

organizational translator competence required is patience. The patient translator is aware 

that time and patience are pre-requisites if an idea is about to have any substantial 

organizational impact (cf. Røvik, 2008). To create internal arenas for discussions and a 

supportive organizational environment are necessary. Within this research, managers 

expressed a desire to allocate more time for reflection. However, reflection cannot be 

forced upon the managers in a formalized manner. One manager refers to such activities as 

“easy to escape and not attend”. Reflection must occur spontaneously, most preferable at 

the home work environment (i.e. business unit). Learning must be conceptualized as a 

lifelong process and leadership development requires a long term approach. This is 

important, otherwise the managers are only equipped with tools and techniques and with 

the end result of what can be compared with “fly-little-bird-fly” syndrome or as one 

manager expressed; “just do it, you have the tools, now apply it”. 
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6.2.2 Measurement tools 

It is also possible to note, within this study, how the idea became translated into something 

that could be depicted as a toolbox contained with several activities. One example of such 

an activity was leadership index. The index aimed to measure the manager's leadership and 

benchmarking was done within the whole organization. The desire to measure and compare 

is not unique to the case organization, this is a general trend in the society. Rankings
20

 

could be viewed as a form of external pressure exercised upon organizations (cf. Martins, 

2005; Wedlin, 2011). Naturally, it is of importance that employees are given the 

opportunity to express themselves, but such measurement may not reflect the leaders’ 

capacity and capability properly. Some managers raised the question whether leadership 

index is a good measurement tool. Adverse events such as downsizing or budget 

restrictions may lead to the fact that negative criticism is directed towards managers who 

have no mandate to act differently. If such measurements are to be used, it has to be dealt 

constructively. The lack of measurements to truly quantify the return on investment from 

leadership development will still be a future challenge.  

 

6.2.3 Individual characteristics in the translation process 

Earlier research conducted by, for instance Powell et al., (2005), has contributed to the 

understanding of different characteristics of organizations and how it shapes the extent to 

which managerial practices that become translated. In our research, however, it is possible 

to discern three types of individual characteristics within the individual translation process. 

These characteristics could be connected to differences in driving forces (cf. Stevens & 

Gist, 1997; Yamnill et al., 2001; Holton, 2005; Illeris, 2007; Allen & Hartman, 2008). The 

individual characteristics could be divided into; “Genius”, “Developer” and “Streber”. The 

genius is comfortable in the leadership role and most often do as he or she always has been 

doing. The leadership development activities offered in the organization are viewed as an 

opportunity “to repeat” since the geniuses already know everything. The developer wants to 

be developed and take every opportunity given to practice and develop new knowledge and 

skills. Here, the articulation is “love to work with development” or “read about the latest in 

the field”. The streber’s motive, on the other hand, is to advance in the career or achieve a 

nice “title on the business card”. By participating in a leadership program, it may be 

possible to advance, and whether learning actually is applied later in the daily work is not 

of primary importance. 
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 E.g. Baron’s; Harvard Business Review/INSEAD; Fortune; Chief Executive Magazine. For complete list 

see INSEAD Libraries (2014)   
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Genius 

Developer Streber 

However, it has to be noted that the categorization may not be fixed. The characteristics 

may change depending on the situation, context or other external factors and an individual 

may revolve between different categories simultaneously. We are, of course, aware of the 

difficult aspect of dividing individuals into categories, but it is an attempt to reflect how 

much energy and time an individual will invest in organizational leadership development 

activities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6:1 Three characteristics in the individual translation process 

 

Hence, for organizations who wish to enhance the return on investment from the 

organizational translation process, it becomes essential to focus on how to create such 

conditions that motivate managers with different characteristics.  

   

6.3 Contributions and suggestions for future research 

The study is limited by its small sample, but ought to provide valuable insights applicable 

in other knowledge intensive organizations. This paper has shed lights on how leadership 

development manifests itself in organizational practice and has addressed the call for 

increased scholarly knowledge in the field by using the lens of translation and borrowed 

understanding from the field of learning. In order to increase our understanding around 

leadership development, we followed how the idea traveled within the organization. The 

analysis did not end at the organizational level, but proceeded down to the individuals, i.e. 

managers who are expected to translate and apply learning in everyday work. This was 

important from the aspect that the translations are intertwined and consistency must exist if 

the idea is about to be kept alive and generate substantial organizational effects. 

 In order to enhance the return on investment from organizational leadership 

development initiatives, it is of utter importance to understand what affects the individual’s 

possibility to develop leadership capacity and capability. Organizations often strive to 

predict and control change, and, hopefully, this paper could offer practical guidance on how 
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organizations can take the translation process into account in combination with learning 

theories when introducing an idea, such as leadership development. The translation of the 

idea ought to be conceptualized as never truly finished and as an ongoing iterative process. 

Within this research, we have outlined three individual characteristics related to different 

driving forces in the translation process. Hence, in order to move forward, it ought to be of 

interest to focus on how to create conditions that motivate and stimulate individuals with 

different individual characteristics to continuously develop leadership capacity and 

capability.   
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Appendix I 
Development target in leader and leadership development 
 

  Development target 

Comparison dimension Leader Leadership 

Capital type Human Social 

Leadership model Individual Relational 

 

Personal power Commitments 

 

Knowledge Mutual respect 

 

Trustworthiness Trust 

Competence base Intrapersonal Interpersonal 

Skills Self-awareness Social awareness 

 

Emotional awareness Empathy 

 

Self confidence Service orientation 

 

Accurate self-image Political awareness 

 

Self-regulation Social skills 

 

Self-control Building bonds 

 

Trustworthiness Team orientation 

 

Personal responsibility Change catalyst 

 

Adaptability Conflict management 

 

Self-motivation 

 

 

Initiative 

 

 

Commitment 

 

 

Optimism 

 

   Table 2.1: Differences between leader development and leadership development 

Source: Day (2001) 

 
 

 

  



 
 

Appendix II 
Interview guide 
 
 

The translation at the organizational level 

Questions directed to the HR Group respondents responsible for the LDPs 

 

 

Theme 

 

Interview questions 
  

The capture and interpretation of the idea  

 

What is leadership and leadership development? 

 

When did you start offering the opportunity to 

develop leadership capacity and capability? 

 

How did you get in contact with the idea? 

 

Why do you offer the opportunity to develop 

leadership capacity and capability? 

 

 

Materialization into formalized activities 

 

In what ways do you work with leadership 

development?  

 

What tools and models do you use? Why? 

 

Are the programs revised? Why and how? 

 

Are the leadership development programs of 

internal or external character? 

 

How do you follow up the outcome? Are there 

any quantifiable measurements?  

 

 

Efforts to stimulate development and  

learning 

 

What kind of results do you expect (i.e. return on 

investment)? 

 

What strategies do you use in order to increase the 

opportunity for the individual to apply learning in 

everyday work? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

The translation at the individual level 

Questions directed to the managers participating in the organizations’ LDPs 

 

 

Theme 

 

Interview questions 
 

Interpretation of the idea 

 

What is leadership and leadership development?   

 

Are you familiar with the organization’s view 

regarding leadership and leadership development? 

How do you relate to it?  

 

What do you think about the organization’s leader 

and leadership programs? 

 

 

Translation of the idea into action 

 

What kind of skills, knowledge or insights do you 

apply? When do you use it? How do you use it? 

 

What kind of knowledge, tools or methods do you use 

in your everyday work? Why not?  

 

What have you benefited personally from the 

training? Please give concrete examples. 

 

Have your action or application of learning generated 

organizational or societal results? Please give 

concrete examples. 

 

 

Difficulties associated to the translation 

and application of learning in everyday 

work 

 

Did you experience any difficulties when it comes to 

apply learning in everyday work or develop 

leadership capacity and capability? Why was it 

difficult?   

 

Do you receive adequate support from superiors? Do 

your managers/organization know what you need to 

develop? 

 

Has it been possible to apply learning in new 

contexts, for instance if you have changed business 

unit?  

 

 


