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Understanding effective 
leadership development
By Hannes Leroy and Verena Ohms

Leadership has always been crucial to the effective functioning of society, 
and organisational performance depends in large part on the successful 
management of human capital. Throughout history, leadership has been 
vital to the fortunes of companies and entire economies alike. Yet today 
we face an increasingly complex world that requires leaders to deal with 
what we call “wicked problems” – challenges that have so many variables 
involved that it’s not possible to solve them with natural-born charisma 
or talent. 

to create a home for people who are 

passionate about leadership: a place 

to come together to be better leaders. 

Leadership conversations
One example is our Leadership 

Conversations event that brings prom-

inent academics and working profes-

sionals together to debate the big 

leadership challenges of the day, cre-

ate effective solutions, share best prac-

tice, and enjoy what is also an excel-

lent networking opportunity. The next 

event is on 10 May 2019 and we invite 

all who are passionate about leadership 

to attend. 

Myth busting
At RSM, we house more leadership ex-

perts per square metre than any other 

leading business school and use state-

of-the-art management science facil-

ities. We know what works and what 

doesn’t work in the realms of leader-

ship and leadership development. These 

points are made because it seems like 

working with the RSM community in-

ternally and with external partners to 

produce the type of leaders the world 

today desperately needs. All facets of 

education at RSM, whether in the bach-

elor, master, MBA, or the school’s ex-

ecutive education programmes, have 

some form of leadership component, 

and we are working to energise these 

courses with leadership development. 

We are also working with external cli-

ents – organisations, large and small, 

profit, non-profit and governmental – 

Many people still believe that individ-

uals are born as leaders, but they’re 

not – they’re made. And to give this 

rapidly changing world the leaders it 

needs, we urgently need better leader-

ship development. So how do we get 

better at producing leaders who are fit  

for purpose? 

The reinvigorated Erasmus Centre for 

Leadership aims to do just that – con-

tribute to the understanding of effec-

tive leadership through fundamental as 

well as applied research into the field, 
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"We know what works and what doesn’t 
work in the realms of leadership and 

leadership development."

http://www.rsm.nl/discovery


ing to grow and learn; and that by tak-

ing on new challenges, they become  

more effective. 

However, many self-proclaimed 

leadership experts have taken George’s 

message out of context and fail to ac-

knowledge that authentic leadership 

comes with downsides. For exam-

ple, we know from various studies that 

feeling “authentic” is negatively corre-

lated to being perceived as authentic. In 

other words, if you say you’re authen-

tic, people tend to view you as the op-

posite. That can lead to you not getting 

Authentic leadership
One such myth relates to authentic-

ity in leadership. Bill George, who pio-

neered the concept in his best-selling 

2003 book, defined authentic leaders 

as those of the highest integrity, with 

a deep sense of purpose and who rec-

ognise the importance of their ser-

vice to society.  The idea was to hone 

a new generation of leaders who can 

learn from leadership failures that led 

to the corporate scandals, such as 

Enron’s. George’s research has shown 

that authentic leaders are more will-

every five minutes there is a new lead-

ership book published, and pretty much 

anyone can call themselves a leader-

ship developer. From horoscopes to 

“feel good” workshops, strange con-

cepts, perspectives and tools are being 

used in the name of leadership develop-

ment, often without any scientific proof 

that they are beneficial. That’s why we’ve 

launched a leadership podcast that, 

similar to the popular MythBusters TV 

show, takes a critical approach to de-

bunking unfounded leadership theories 

and myths. 

Understanding effective 
leadership development (continued)

By Hannes Leroy and Verena Ohms
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"We want to help leaders bring their
best self forward..."
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Balance Track helps leaders understand 

how to cope with these pressures. For 

example, we teach leaders what science 

tells us about important issues connected 

to health and well-being, such as the op-

timal hours of sleep, diet, etc. 

 We want to help leaders bring their 

best self forward – to run a marathon, 

not just one short sprint. We’re even de-

veloping an instrument that, based on 

heart rate variability, will send a message 

to the user’s smartphone to alert them 

if their stress levels spike out of control. 

Our leadership development goes way 

beyond simple communication. 

True character 
As another example, we take EMBA, 

MBA and executive education students 

on an expedition to Norway. They spend 

up to 12 hours a day walking through 

snowstorms of up to 100km per hour. 

In the face of all of that, their true lead-

ership characteristics come to the fore-

front. This fits in with our core princi-

ple of leadership development, which is: 

“uncomfortable, but learning.” 

These are just some of many ways 

we engage with and help individuals to 

become real leaders, and we call upon 

all students and professionals who are 

passionate about leadership to get in-

volved and work with us on furthering 

leadership development.  

Dr Hannes Leroy is Scientific Director, 

Erasmus Centre for Leadership. 

 EMAIL  leroy@rsm.nl

Dr Verena Ohms is Operational Director, 

Erasmus Centre for Leadership. 

 EMAIL  ohms@rsm.nl

the promotion you want, or a bonus, or 

even marital problems – you name it. 

The reason people love going to au-

thenticity workshops is that it gives their 

self-esteem and ego a boost. But re-

search suggests the approach has dan-

gers, and our podcast series will bust 

this and many more leadership myths. 

Hands-on approach
This is one of many examples of our 

hands-on approach to leadership de-

velopment. Research is of no use if it has 

no practical application in business and 

management, and this is of paramount 

importance to us. We will be conducting 

field research in collaboration with a va-

riety of organisations from the worlds of 

academia and business, and developing 

experimental research in carefully con-

trolled laboratory environments. 

 We hope to demonstrate the value of 

our school’s research not only through 

citations in top academic journals, but 

also by showcasing its practical value 

and impact in the real world of business.  

Helping leaders 
One example of this is our Superhuman 

Balance Track. Leadership has always 

been demanding, but the pressure on 

managers now is extraordinary, and it 

doesn’t just stem from their work but 

their private lives, too. Leaders today 

are required to be superhumans and 

the pressures can lead to burnout, de-

pression or unhealthy lifestyles. 

 We want to help leaders optimise their 

health, both physically and psychological-

ly, so they are able to cope with the pres-

sures and perform well amid this increasing 

complexity. To that end, our Superhuman 
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 Our Mission 

Being a force for positive change 

by understanding and cultivating 

the next generation of successful 

leaders through evidence-based 

practices.

 

 Our Core Values 

Our center works within the spirit of 

the broader values at RSM:

1)  CRITICAL: We critically evaluate 

notions of "effective" leadership 

and how this can be developed. 

As much as possible, we try to 

move away from ideology to 

what actually works – evidence-

based. 

2)  CREATIVE: We show ourselves 

open to the most innovative, 

groundbreaking approaches to 

leadership and leadership devel-

opment. 

3)  CARING: We build a caring com-

munity of leadership enthusiasts 

that cares about its members but 

also about the broader society. 

4)  COLLABORATIVE: The initiative 

is supported within the business 

school by relevant parties. 

For more information about the 

Erasmus Centre for Leadership and the 

next Leadership Conversations event, 

which takes place 10 May 2019, visit 

  WEB   www.erim.eur.nl/leadership


