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Few human resource tools promise as 
much and deliver as little as the typical 
leadership competency model. These models 
exist in a world of contradictions – simultane-
ously being specific but generic, ambitious but 
uninspiring, academically perfect but practi-
cally flawed. 

Popularized in the 1990s by consultants, ac-
ademics and a flood of new leadership books, 
leadership competencies were advanced as the 
remedy for every organizational illness. They 
would drive objectivity into selection process-
es. They would allow organizations to balance 
the “what” and the “how.” They would make 
development paths clear.
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But what started as a well-intended effort 
quickly evolved into a complex, unusable ex-
ample of how HR “just doesn’t get it.” Manag-
ers rejected the typical 10 competency, 5-level, 
50-behavior frameworks whose content they 
didn’t recognize as what truly differentiated 
their best talent.

 Those managers simply wanted to know 
what they and their team member needed to 
do to thrive at their company. 

What went wrong? 
The early excitement around competencies 

ignored significant weaknesses in the concept, 
including that there was no clear definition of 
“competency.”  

Some consulting firms defined them to in-
clude factors that were largely driven by per-
sonality and therefore very difficult to change 
(e.g. self-confidence). Others chose to include 
attitudes, beliefs, motives and similarly hard 
to define attributes. 

The definition of a competency entirely 
depended on who was designing the model. 
More importantly, in the ensuing rush to cre-
ate competency models, designers often forgot 
to ask themselves two critical questions:

• What is the fundamental business purpose 
of competencies and competency models, 
and; 

• Is a competency model the easiest way to 
achieve that purpose? 

As a result, today’s typical leadership com-
petency model is often an all-encompassing, 

multi-layered behemoth whose complexity far 
outweighs its value. And, even with its ver-
bosity and heft, it still doesn’t tell managers 
exactly how to succeed. 

As a result, most leadership competency 
models are “nodded at” but never truly em-
braced by executives.

A better way: Create a Success Model 
There is another way – a simpler way – to 

crisply, compellingly and accurately define 
success for managers. A Success Model is a 
way to describe the outcomes that differenti-
ate successful leaders using only a few, short, 
powerful phrases. 

A Success Model is more effective than a 
leadership competency model because it fo-
cuses on outcomes, not on the behaviors that 
precede them. It’s easy to implement because 
managers instantly understand its brief, en-
gaging and aspirational statements. 

Three things differentiate a Success Mod-
el from the typical leadership competency 
model: 

1. A Success Model includes only the “dif-
ferentiating few”: The Success Model uses 
four to five statements to describe what 
will differentiate tomorrow’s stars. Each 
statement succinctly expresses one con-
cept. It’s a holistic statement of the expect-
ed results, not a string of competencies tied 
together with conjunctions. 

A focus on the differentiating few is bene-
ficial for two reasons. First, it reinforces the 
reality that there is a hierarchy of organi-
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zation priorities. A manager can engage in 
many important activities during her day. 
Yet a small number of those activities will 
have a disproportionately large impact on 
her, and the organization’s, success. 

We owe it to busy managers to help them 
differentiate the critical from the merely 
important. (See sidebar: Are you Creating 
Good Citizens or High Performers?)

Second, identifying the differentiating 
few acknowledges the science that shows 
that people more accurately remember in-
formation when it’s presented in “chunks” 
of three or four. A manager will recall four 
success model statements far more easily 
than 10 leadership competencies.1 

This tight focus makes the Success Model 
easy to explain and simple to use to assess 
performance and potential. 

2. A Success Model Focuses on Outcomes: 
Managers want clarity about the outcomes 
for which they’re responsible. A Success 
Model describes the outcomes that define 
high performance, not the underlying be-
haviors that a competency model does.

For example, consider four leadership 
competency model staples: Strategic Think-
er, Influences Others, Building Collabora-
tion and Customer Focus. In the abstract 
one could easily support the merits of each 

1. Cowan, N., Morey, C.C., & Chen, Z.. The legend of the magical num-
ber seven. In S. Della Sala (Ed.), Tall tales about the brain: Things we think 
we know about the mind, but ain’t so. Oxford University Press, 2007.

Are you creating Good Citizens  
or High Performers?

A fundamental error when creating a 
leadership model is to identify good citi-
zen behaviors rather than differentiating 
behaviors. What’s the difference?

Good Citizen behaviors may include 
items like hard work, team player, honest 
and ethical, effective communicator, and 
other items that make a leader a great 
corporate citizen. While these behaviors 
are the foundation of good leadership, 
they shouldn’t be differentiating in a 
organization with even moderate quality 
leaders. 

In fact, it’s fair to say these behaviors 
should be expected of leaders as a con-
dition of employment. We wouldn’t re-
ward or promote a leader only for show-
ing these behaviors.

A Success Model identifies behaviors 
that have a direct and linear relationship 
to high performance. These are behav-
iors that your executives are confident 
will accelerate the achievement of your 
strategy.

The success model behaviors are rare 
but found in your highest potential em-
ployees and select high performers. They 
are free from bias. Some people may 
be naturally inclined to show them but 
anyone can demonstrate them if they are 
willing to dedicate the effort.
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of these. 

But a competency has no value on its 
own. It only has value when it’s applied to 
achieve a specific outcome. A leader could 
use those four competencies to deliver any 
number of different results. How is a leader 
expected to know exactly which outcomes 
her company desires? 

As shown in Figure 1, a Success Model 
statement describes the outcome that the 
company values, e.g. “Creates clients for life 
through brilliant solutions and trusting re-
lationships.” This statement is directly and 
tangibly linked to the company’s strategy, 
unlike a competency.

For leaders, that statement succinctly 
explains what they must deliver to “win” in 
their organization. It is purposefully agnos-
tic about how those results are achieved, 
recognizing that there are many paths that 
might lead to the same result. 

3. A Success Model sounds like your 
company: Your executives may say that 
winning at their company means that 

leaders  “Grow teams that deliver legendary 
projects” or “Create clients for life through 
trusting relationships.” They don’t speak in 
competencies and you shouldn’t either.

Using natural phrasing makes the suc-
cess model easier to understand and more 
emotionally engaging for leaders.

Creating a Success Model
A success model is developed using a pro-

cess that’s similar to designing a leadership 
competency model. Your executives are inter-
viewed and themes emerge.

 The crucial difference is in how the inter-
view is managed to identify the few differ-
entiating behaviors and how the executives’ 
words and phrases are captured.

Implementing a Success Model 
The power of a Success Model comes from  

making it the new “true north” in your orga-
nization. It should be integrated into every 
people process in the company. 

Candidates should be interviewed using the 
Success Model as a framework. On-boarding 

The success model states outcomes, not the precursors to outcomes

Company Strategy Plank
How the company will win 

Success Model Statement
The performance-driving behavior 

a leader will show

Better Competency Model
Identifies performance-driving 

management and leadership 
behaviors
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leadership behaviors
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should bring the model to life with live exam-
ples from leaders about how they apply it. 

The model can be a screen for potential to 
advance. Your leadership education should fo-
cus on building those capabilities in as many 
leaders as possible, as quickly as possible.  

Aligning a Success Model to a Competency 
Model

All of your hard working building detailed 
leadership competencies doesn’t have to go to 
waste. While we don’t advocate for sharing 
leadership competency models, this doesn’t 
mean that they aren’t a reasonable “back-pock-
et” tool. 

Ideally a success model statement is written 
in a way that leaders at all levels can easi-
ly understand how to apply it to their role. 

There will still be some leaders who want to 
understand which leadership competencies 
are required by or built by each success model 
statement. For that reason, mapping from the 
success model to the leadership competencies 
associated with it can be a helpful exercise 

A Better Way
HR’s goal should be to build as many high 

performing leaders as we can, as quickly as we 
can. Competency models helped to advance us 
beyond using subjective and biased standards 
to select and grow leaders. 

We must now help our leaders to under-
stand the vital few results that differentiate 
the best. They aren’t concerned with how art-
fully or elegantly we present the model. They 
simply want to know what’s required to win. 

• Hire “A Players” and keep them “A Players”
• Hate bureaucracy and the nonsense that goes with it
• Hunts in packs to close big deals
• Comfortably navigate through our firm and bring the best of it to our clients

In order for ABC Company to thrive, we expect our leaders to:
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