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The Leadership Gap is a real thing.  

It’s a thing to worry about and feel some urgency to resolve. 

My informal surveys as well as more structured research have led 

me to a sobering conclusion: most leaders in most organizations 

are concerned about developing the next generation of 

leadership. And almost as many of them are concerned that not 

enough is being done to accomplish this. (You’ll see some of these 

statistics in this report.)  

This includes mid-level managers on up to the C-suite, and small 

retail shops on up to huge multi-national publicly-held companies. 

The odd thing about this – at least, I find it odd! – is that solving 

this problem is not difficult.  

As with any problem, the most challenging part is that, first and 

foremost, it requires awareness of the seriousness. And, as you’ll 

learn in the section on Defining the Leadership Gap, there are 

several reasons why this awareness hasn’t – up until now – been 

present. 

 

The Leadership 

Gap is a concern 

for leaders in all 

industries and all 

organization 

sizes. 



The good news is that once you’re aware of the problem and have 

acknowledged the seriousness of the need to fix it, there are just 

three simple steps to follow to solve it – and bridge the gap. 

You’ll learn about those in the section Bridging the Leadership 

Gap.  

But let’s start with looking at the (very) high cost of not bridging 

this gap. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The leadership gap is a strategic problem – that’s not news, I 

know, but it matters. 

It’s a strategic problem because how you handle it will impact the 

future of your organization – otherwise known as your bottom 

line. 

Without strong leadership bench strength, you’re unprepared for 

the inevitable departure of people from key positions – whether 

because of retirement, or because they’re being hired away by 

your competitors. 

Without strong leadership development programs, you run a 

significantly higher risk of your best people – whether they’re in 

leadership or still serving as individual contributors – leaving for 

organizations where they believe they’ll have better 

opportunities. 

And when 60% of your new leaders fail in their first year, as 

statistics inform us they will, you have four significant and costly 

problems. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. 

Gallup’s latest report on management and managers states 

unequivocally that managers account for 70% of the variance in 

employee engagement scores. 

And if your managers are failing to lead effectively, the projects 

for which they’re responsible are struggling and possibly failing.  

It really is that simple. 

Your first-line managers and supervisors are the leaders who 

impact the majority of your employees – the employees who are 

responsible for completing the work that drives your 

organization’s profitability and success – or lack thereof. 

Seventy percent of your employees’ enthusiasm and desire to 

come to work for you is in the hands of your first-line managers 

and supervisors. 

2. 

When you don’t have strong leaders at every level, you miss out 

on potential opportunities and struggle to innovate and keep up 

with your industry and marketplace.  

 

It really IS about 

the bottom line. 

There are 

significant cost 

savings and 

significant 

revenue 

opportunities. 

 



After all, if your leaders at any level in the organization aren’t 

fluent strategic thinkers, how can they be aware of, prepared for, 

and ready to act on innovative ideas? 

3. 

Productivity and morale go down when managers are ineffective. 

Gallup tells us in no uncertain terms that most people don’t leave 

jobs; they leave bad managers. 

When leaders can’t effectively engage employees, projects falter 

and fail, strategic objectives are missed, and the organization as a 

whole isn’t as successful as it could and should be. 

Remember: 70% of employee engagement and satisfaction is the 

result of the effectiveness – or lack thereof – of your first-line 

managers, supervisors, and leaders. 

4. 

Recruiting, hiring, and training are expensive – especially when 

you factor in the need to temporarily back-fill empty positions. 

And the cost of bringing on new employees only increases as the 

job market gets tighter. 

Plus, you’re not only dealing with the costs of replacing the leader 

who failed. You’re probably also dealing with having to hire 



replacements for the employees who left in frustration at having 

to work for a failing leader. 

Bridging the leadership gap isn’t all that hard, and it doesn’t have 

to be expensive. 

Especially when you consider the problems and significant 

expenses that arise when you don’t bridge the gap. 

But before we discuss the steps to bridge the gap, let’s define 

exactly what it is. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just what IS a “leadership gap,” anyway?  

And is it really the same thing across all organizations? 

I’ll start with the second question: yes, it’s the same – and no, of 

course it isn’t. 

Every organization is unique, with its own culture, leadership 

requirements, and state of readiness (a.k.a. the relative size of the 

gap).  

And every organization is the same in that it has to have effective 

leadership in order to succeed (even the smallest business 

requires at least one leader), and the key characteristics, talents, 

and skills of a leader are universal enough to generalize that – yes 

– the foundational components of the gap are the same across all 

industries and all organizations.  

The size, complexity, and seriousness of the gap may vary; the gap 

itself is consistent, and most organizations have at least a bit of a 

gap. 

And this gap has three primary components. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leadership bench strength is a measure of the leadership 

capacity in your organization.  

Do you have emerging leaders who are ready to step into 

increasing levels of authority and responsibility? 

Do you have plans in place for how to develop these individuals 

into the leadership your organization must have for success and 

growth? 

Have you been avoiding succession planning because you don’t 

have the bench strength you need? 

I spoke informally with a number of mid-level managers, senior 

executives, and some of my fellow executive coaches. Every one 

of them agreed that leadership bench strength is a significant 

issue in today’s environment. 

There are two primary factors influencing this. 

First, after many years of crying “wolf,” the baby boomers really 

are finally retiring. We’ve been expecting this exodus for at least 

ten years; it was delayed by the impact of the recession on 

retirement funds; and it’s finally here. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This means that much of mid- and senior-level management and 

leadership is emptying out of our organizations, leaving 

significant numbers of positions waiting to be filled. 

But filled by whom? 

Because the flip side of this, also due to the recession, is that many 

organizations have been lulled into complacency by the relative 

ease of hiring since the recession began. 

From the height of the recession up until early 2018, you could 

hire just about any skill set, seniority level, or talent you wanted. 

From entry level to senior executive, the job market was wide 

open for cherry-picking by hiring managers. 

No longer. As of November 2018, the unemployment rate is the 

lowest it’s been in 49 years. As of November 2022, the 

unemployment rate is even lower - post-pandemic. 

A colleague who runs a successful executive search firm in San 

Diego told me that he’s seen instances of people who were hired 

– not just in entry-level positions! – who simply didn’t show up for 

work on their start date, because they’d gotten a competing offer 

they felt was better. He’s not the only one who told me of this 

phenomenon; I spoke with someone at an event where I 

presented on this topic who said this happened in her 

organization. And then just yesterday I saw an article commenting 

 

The bench 

strength problem 

has two primary 

components: 

retiring baby 

boomers and a 

historically tight 

job market 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

on how “ghosting” (the internet term for this practice) is showing 

up in the hiring market. 

That’s how tight the job market is right now.  

Recruiting, hiring, and training for leadership roles has always 

been expensive. The tighter the job market, the greater the 

expense. 

Meanwhile, a rather stern report on management and leadership, 

again from the research giant Gallup, states their belief that just 

one in ten people has the native talent to be a successful manager 

and leader.  

They add that two out of the remaining nine have enough natural 

talent that they can be developed into reasonably-good managers 

and leaders. 

This buys into the thought that leaders are born, not made, which 

I vehemently disagree with. Gallup has, in my opinion, a tendency 

to oversimplify and generalize. So let’s consign that particular 

belief to the wastebasket. 

Finally, we have the sad statistic that 60% of new leaders fail in 

their first year of leadership. 

All this contributes to a significant problem with leadership bench 

strength. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And it’s beginning to be noticed by the C-suite. 

The day before I was due to present a talk on this question of the 

Leadership Gap, I came across an article describing exactly this 

issue. 

 It described an early-2018 study by the international HR and 

leadership development consultancy DDI indicating that: 

“65% of CEOs believe their top challenge is developing the next 

generation of leadership for their organization.” 

AND… 

“60% believe their organizations are failing to attract and retain 

top talent.” 

It’s not just me and the handful of people I spoke with who think 

this is a problem. 

It’s 65% of CEOs surveyed who think this is a problem – and almost 

that many who are seriously concerned about how to address it. 

I don’t think this has changed since 2018. If anything, it’s even 

more of a problem now than it was. 

 

Google “top challenges for new leaders” and, interestingly 

enough, this – strategic thinking – won’t be on the list. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But 100% of the people I spoke with, from owners of small retail 

shops on up to senior leadership in multinational corporations, 

told me that the ability to think strategically is THE number-one 

challenge they see for new leaders – and lack of strategic thinking 

capacity is their number-one frustration with those new leaders. 

I didn’t prompt them, by the way. I simply asked the question: 

“What’s the biggest challenge you see facing new leaders?” 

This was not the answer I was expecting, but having gotten it, I 

completely understand the problem. 

Most, if not all, new managers and leaders are promoted from an 

individual contribution role: a member of a team. 

For their entire career up until this promotion into leadership, 

they’ve been focused on completing tasks. They’re given tasks to 

do, they’re evaluated and judged on how well they complete those 

tasks, and their recognition, promotions, and raises are based on 

– you got it – successful completion of tasks. 

Now they’re in a management and leadership role, but no one has 

ever explained to them what “strategy” even IS, never mind how to 

think strategically. Or for that matter, even told them that they’re 

expected to think strategically. 

It’s a big mindset shift.  

Make that a huge mindset shift! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yet we toss these new leaders into the deep end and expect them 

to know what to do. 

Small wonder that strategic thinking is such a challenge for them! 

 

Communication is one of the top three to five crucial skills for 

leadership. 

Yet here again, we offer very little support. Even MBA programs 

from major institutions tend to look at communication from very 

limited perspectives – public speaking, for instance. 

But the new leader is now in a position where they need to 

motivate, inspire, delegate, and provide constructive feedback – 

all to people who were, just a little while ago, their peers. 

A 2019 Harris / Interactive poll found that 69% of managers and 

leaders at ALL levels feel uncomfortable communicating with their 

employees at least some of the time. 

I would be willing to bet that number is closer to 100% for new 

leaders. 

Furthermore, Gallup states that only 13% of employees think their 

leaders communicate effectively. Flipping this around, that means 

87% of employees think their leaders do not communicate 

effectively. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And Gallup’s surveys also show that 67% of employees in the U.S. 

are disengaged. 

As the saying goes, correlation is not causation. But I don’t think 

we can, or should, avoid the implication. 

First-line managers and supervisors impact the vast majority of 

employees in any organization. Their ability to communicate 

effectively is a huge factor in how motivated, engaged, and 

effective those employees are. 

Summarizing: the three foundations of the leadership gap 

1. Leadership bench strength 

2. Strategic thinking versus task focus 

3. Communication 

Now, of course, the question is: what do we do about it? 

 

1. Leadership 

bench strength 

2. Strategic 

thinking vs. task 

focus 

3. Communication 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Fortunately, it’s not that hard to bridge the gap, though – like any 

strategic initiative – it takes time and a certain amount of effort. 

There are three basic steps to bridging the gap 

 

I mentioned in the Introduction to this paper that the Leadership 

Gap is both the same across all industries and organizations, and 

different based on the individual nature of your organization. 

That’s why, just as with any strategic initiative, the first step is to 

evaluate the current situation. 

Start with a high-level overview 

Ask these questions. 

✓ Is your senior leadership committed to the importance of 

planning for leadership bench strength? 

✓ Do you have a current (updated within the last year) 

succession plan? 

✓ Is your employee turnover rate within reason? (Turnover 

rates vary by industry and by company, and are a key data 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

point for evaluating employee (dis)engagement. Do you 

know your optimal turnover rate?) 

✓ Does your promotion process take leadership capacity into 

consideration when promoting individual contributors into 

a leadership role? 

✓ Do you have alternate career paths for individual 

contributors who aren’t suited for, or don’t want, leadership 

responsibility? 

✓ Do you have a leadership development program for newly-

promoted first-line managers and supervisors? 

Evaluate individual departments 

If your organization has more than 50 employees, I recommend 

looking at each area separately. Different divisions or 

departments are often surprisingly dissimilar in their approach to 

employee evaluation, promotion, and leadership development. 

✓ Is your succession plan understood and agreed upon by 

each division or department leader? 

✓ Are all departments and strategic teams aligned in how they 

recognize, promote, and support emerging leaders? 

✓ Can your department or division leaders identify the extent 

of “flight risk” in their areas – valuable employees who might 

 

Do you know 

where you stand 

today? 

How big is the 

Leadership Gap 

in your 

organization? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

be disengaged and seeking other jobs? (Remember, more 

than half of all employees are either actively looking, or 

keeping an eye open for better opportunities.) 

✓ Do your department or division leaders know who within 

their areas are strong leadership candidates with a desire to 

learn and grow into a leadership role? 

✓ Have your department and division leaders identified the 

key skills and knowledge required for a leader to be 

successful within their area? 

✓ Are you paying attention to the key questions of the 

pandemic and post-pandemic era: flexibility and mental 

health? 

Plan accordingly 

The answers to these questions will quickly point out where you 

need to focus. This could be: 

✓ Engaging senior leadership in understanding the strategic 

importance of bridging the leadership gap; 

✓ Creating or reviewing the succession plan for the 

organization as well as for each division or department; 

✓ Evaluating employee engagement, especially for high-

performing employees; 

 

As the saying 

goes, you have to 

see it to heal it. 

Understanding 

the Leadership 

Gap shows you 

the way forward. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✓ Aligning recognition and promotion processes; 

✓ Defining key characteristics of successful leaders within 

your industry and organizational culture; 

✓ Using the defined characteristics to determine the best 

candidates for development and support; 

✓ Identifying the key skills requirements based on the 

characteristics and the individual candidates’ current 

capacity; 

✓ Exploring how your people want to work in order to create 

intentional flexibility in place and time where work is 

completed;  

✓ Understanding the many facets of employee wellbeing and 

mental health; 

✓ Developing education and support programs accordingly. 

 

Leadership is an enormously subjective gray area at any level – 

first-line manager or supervisor on up to CEO. 

The transition from a career lifetime of task orientation into the 

subjective world of leadership, strategic thinking, and employee 

motivation, inspiration, and delegation is a huge mindset shift. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To toss newly-promoted first-line managers and supervisors into 

the deep end of leadership and expect them to succeed is 

unrealistic at best, and a tad sadistic at worst. 

Based on the results of Step One, Evaluate and Plan, you should 

have two solid lists: 

1. The top-performing emerging leaders whom you want to 

develop and support, and 

2. The essential workplace skills and characteristics required 

to succeed as leaders within your specific organization. 

Clearly, the skill set should include strategic thinking and 

communication. 

The full list might look like this: 

➢ Strategic thinking: what strategy actually is, how to 

differentiate it from tactics, and how to prioritize individual 

projects and tasks from a strategic perspective. 

➢ Communication: the importance of understanding and 

adapting to different communication styles, how to ask in a 

way that gets the desired results, and what it means to have 

the hard conversations that come with leadership. 

➢ Professional empathy: learning how to motivate, inspire, 

and offer corrective feedback in a way that responds to each 

 

Don’t leave out 

any of the 

essential 

workplace skills 

for effective 

leaders. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

individual team member’s personal style, situation, and 

needs. 

➢ Managing the inner critic: how to handle the uncertainty of 

the leadership gray area and the subjective nature of 

strategic prioritization and decision-making.  

➢ Fundamentals of management: delegation, motivating, 

inspiring, mentoring, managing remote workers, and 

matrixed reporting structures. 

➢ Conflict: how to deal with disagreement, debate, and conflict 

to foster constructive outcomes and generate better ideas. 

➢ Negotiation: what it means to negotiate with different types 

of people and varying levels of responsibility in order to 

achieve the best results. 

While your list of essential skills may include some additional 

items based on your industry and specific organization, I highly 

recommend that every one of these are included in your 

leadership development program.  

 

You’ve had this experience, I know. 



 

 

You go to a workshop or a conference. You’re excited about what 

you’ve learned. You nailed all the exercises and examples in the 

program. 

You get back to your desk and … … … … ??? 

HOW DO I DO THIS, AGAIN?! 

Teaching concepts and skills is necessary but not sufficient to 

create mastery, especially in the fluid, subjective, gray area of 

leadership. 

Applying conceptual skillsets at the “game speed” of the real-

world workplace takes practice, and the courage to practice 

effectively comes from supportive coaching. 

Training these essential workplace skills without offering this 

support is a recipe for failure.  

So the final step in bridging the leadership gap is to provide each 

emerging leader with coaching to help them achieve competence 

in the skills you’ve taught them. 

 

Please don’t omit 

this step. It’s 

essential. 



 

A quote directly from a Gallup report: 

“However, when companies can increase their number of 

talented managers and [therefore] double the rate of engaged 

employees, they achieve, on average, 147% higher earnings per 

share than their competition.” 

That’s a compelling statistic from a respected and reliable source. 

Are you ready to do something about bridging the Leadership 

Gap? 

CLICK HERE to schedule time to talk with me about the size and 

nature of the Leadership Gap in your organization. It’s a brief, free 

call in which we can explore options.  

 

 

I can help you 

evaluate, plan, 

train, and coach 

to competence. 

Click here to 

schedule time to 

talk with me 

about fixing your 

Leadership Gap. 
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https://www.gracejudson.com/costs-spreadsheet An extensive 

and thorough spreadsheet to walk you through calculating 

exactly what it really costs your organization when a leader fails. 

(Warning: the totals will surprise you.) 

https://www.ubiquityleadership.com/inspiringleaders/e075-

coaching-new-leaders-with-grace-judson - The Inspiring Leaders 

podcast host, Terry Lipovski, is an experienced executive 

coached based in Ottawa, Canada. I was delighted to be 

interviewed, and even more delighted with the episode’s success 

(including some great commentary on LinkedIn when it was 

released). 

https://www.gracejudson.com/category/podcast-interviews/ All 

the podcast interviews I’ve done. And check back often; I update 

these regularly. 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf - this is the 

complete, current unemployment statistics report from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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you understand 

the Leadership 

Gap 
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https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate 

Similarly to the BLS page, this page from Trading Economics is 

updated regularly, so it’s always current. 

https://www.marketleadership.net/next-generation-of-

leadership/  This paper describes the research showing that 65% 

of CEOs are concerned about developing next-generation leaders 

(and 60% are worried about attracting and developing the talent 

they need). 

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate
https://www.marketleadership.net/next-generation-of-leadership/
https://www.marketleadership.net/next-generation-of-leadership/


I’m a leadership coach, trainer, and consultant focusing on first-line and 

recently-promoted managers and supervisors, helping them cross that 

daunting gap between being part of a team, and leading a team. 

Drawing on my 25 years of corporate experience – including 16 years of 

executive leadership – plus 13 years of leadership coaching, I work with 

individuals, teams, and leaders to develop their skills, helping them 

become the empowered leaders they want to be – and their teams deserve.  

My work offers results in two areas. 

First, the organizations I work with meet their strategic and financial goals 

because their leaders are grounded in the foundational skills they need to motivate and inspire their 

employees, building high-performing teams that nail their objectives. These companies also save 

money because they don't need to recruit, hire, and train new employees to replace the workers who 

leave in frustration at working for bad managers. 

Second, the individual leaders set themselves up for meaningful, well-paid leadership careers 

because they have the skills that companies actively look for in their leadership hiring process. 
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