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The Success Model:

What Your Executives
Want you to Know

by Marc Effron,
Talent Strategy Group

It’s the first morning of your new job. You’re excited
because you’ve been selected to have coffee with the CEO
to ask questions about the company.

She has a reputation as being straightforward and a bit
impatient, so you’ve thoroughly prepared for this conver-
sation. The barista hands you and the CEO your coffees
and you walk together to a nearby table.

“Welcome to XYZ Co,” she says as she pulls in her chair.
“What can I tell you about the company?”

“I'm so happy to be part of XYZ,” you respond, “and I
want to understand how best to deliver results here. To
that end, I've been studying the XYZ Leadership Model
and I have a question about #14.”

As you say that, you hand her your phone with leader-
ship competency #14 highlighted on the screen. She takes
your phone from you, places it face down on the table and
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slowly leans back in her chair.

“I'm sure those are all fine,” she says dismissively.

“HR does a good job with the models. But, if you
want to win around here, you need to do these four
things...”

Each of us would benefit from having that
direct conversation about how to win at work.
That CEO will describe the essence of success
at your company. She will tell you the few dif-
ferentiators that she and the executive team
truly believe matter. Her “model” will contain
no filler, no fluff and no nice-to-have’s.

Unfortunately, few of us will ever hear that
version of leadership expectations. The CEO’s
“four things” might be found somewhere in
your leadership model, but likely without
the emphasis, directness and simplicity with
which she stated them. They’ll also be diluted
with five, seven or even ten other “good citi-
zen” behaviors that don’t differentiate.

More importantly, those four items are the
CEO’s performance standard no matter what
the formal leadership model says. She’ll eval-
uate, promote, reward and recognize people
who demonstrate the behaviors she believes
in.

When we don’t directly communicate the
CEO and top team’s real leadership model, we
create two sets of rules at work. There’s the
published rules from HR that some leaders
will dutifully follow, and the real set that the
top team (and others) apply when it’s time to
make important decisions about employees.

The Success Model
We call that CEO’s model a “Success Model”

and it already implicitly exists in most organi-

zations. We're confident of this because when

Employees and
managers simply
want to know what
they need to do

to thrive at their

company. That’s
what a Suceess

Model does best.

we interview executives about which people
outcomes matter most in their company,

they quickly and succinctly state them. They
name three, four or maybe five elements. The
language they use in that conversation rarely
sounds like the sanitized and polished corpo-
rate communications statements that employ-
ees see.

What employees and leaders see instead is a
behavior model that is simultaneously specif-
ic but generic, ambitious but uninspiring, ac-
ademically perfect but practically flawed. It’s
a long list of items or a short list with bullets
and excessive verbiage. It is a perfect example
of complexity not matched by value.

Employees and managers simply want to
know what they need to do to thrive at their
company. That’s what a Success Model does
best.

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

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 concept.
It’s a holistic statement of the expected
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-
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.'

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

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

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, feam 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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Figure 1
The success model states outcomes, not the precursors to outcomes
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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
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-

Build deep relationships with
fewer, larger customers

Creates clients for life through brilliant solutions and
trusting relationships
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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.

« A Success Model sounds like your compa-
ny: 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 compe-
tencies and you shouldn’t either.

A Success Model describes the outcomes that define
high performance; not the underlying behaviors that

a competency. model does.
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Success Model Example

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

« 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 client

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
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 your hard work building detailed leader-
ship competencies doesn’t have to go to waste.
While we don’t advocate sharing leadership
competency models, this doesn’t mean that
they aren’t a reasonable “back-pocket” 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.
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