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BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS - CASE STUDIES

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
SHIVE-HATTERY ARCHITECTS AND ENGINEERS
Category: Career Development
Related Best Practice Recommendation: Implement a leadership development program.

ABSTRACT
The ultimate goal of  the Leadership Development Program at Shive-Hattery is to develop home-grown managers and leaders 

within the company.  Leadership-related themes are assigned to the different class meetings where varied media and case studies 

are reviewed and discussed in a supported group setting.  The program’s purpose is “to develop potential leaders more rapidly 

than would otherwise happen without a structured plan” and “to develop a pool of  future top leaders in Shive-Hattery until they 

are needed to fill key positions and to allow Shive-Hattery to take advantage of  business opportunities.”  Participants will obtain 

opportunities to advance their leadership knowledge and abilities faster through participation in the Leadership Development 

Program.

PERSPECTIVES
The program began initially as a method of  information sharing amongst company members.  It was started in 1995 by then-

president Tom Hayden who sought to create change agents within the company.  Through his research on leadership from 

individuals, conferences, and books, Tom recognized that typical A/E firms exhibit top-down leadership with no achievable 

model for succession planning.  He instead sought to develop current leaders within the organization and enhance their networks 

and capabilities in order for them to someday fill the needed leadership roles within the company.

The Leadership Development Program is a two-fold commitment between the participant and his or her supervisor.  Participants 

are compensated by the company for travel time and class time, while still being expected to maintain their daily professional 

responsibilities.  The location of  the class rotates between the various company offices hosting the classes.  Reading is done on 

the participant’s own time.  Other participant responsibilities include purchasing the reading material and the time devoted to 

preparing for the classes.

The company benefits from having more effective leaders at the conclusion of  the classes as well as months and years into the 

future.  The program is seen as an investment in the employees and has proven effective for employee retention and recognition 

for their leadership abilities.  The class participants often become close due to their shared experience and prolonged team 
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building.  Bonds and close relationships are formed between the participants within a class, and commonalities are held among all 

of  the program’s alumni.

PROCESS
The company’s current president, Jim Lee, facilitates the program which consists of  two classes of  8-10 employees each that run 

concurrently for 15 to 18 months, with two-day-long meetings occurring every three months.  Approximately 90 alumni exist 

from the 20-year-old program who as a result now share a common language and knowledge base as it pertains to leadership 

within the company of  400 employees.  In order to be considered eligible for the program, employees’ leadership qualities either 

within the workplace or in their communities must be evident.  The program is not to create leaders, but instead to enhance the 

leadership capabilities already exhibited by the individual.  Managers will notice that employees have a “following” and exhibit 

future leadership potential.  Not surprisingly, people skills are crucial: nominees must have high levels of  emotional and social 

competency, possess empathy, and be good communicators and listeners. Diversity is considered based on gender, profession, 

and office location.  After a participant has completed an Emotional and Social Competency Inventory survey, they meet with 

the company’s human resources director for a follow-up, which provides the opportunity to review their own results, how they 

compare to surveys from their peers and manages and identify opportunities to close any gaps.  The company tracks who has 

been through the program, as well as who leaves the company and for what reasons.

Over the last several years the facilitators have determined that the program is most effective when the classes are organized based 

on generation and shared life experiences.  The curriculum is then tailored to the composition of  the class and the reading list is 

revised and updated often as needed.  It is accepted that the class is not a realistic fit for everyone who gets nominated, whether 

it be too extensive a time commitment, an inconvenient time in one’s personal life, etc.  There is a no-fault exit option available to 

participants if  needed.  The vast majority of  the nominees do complete the program.

OUTCOME
The early classes lacked members of  upper management, which resulted in a disconnect between the program alumni and 

their supervisors.  It was determined that the guiding principles of  the class needed to be understood and embraced by upper 

management in order for them to support the alumni of  the program.  It was then that classes tailored specifically for upper 

management were implemented.

Advice to other firms interested in implementing a similar program are as follows. 

• Get a program going and find a path that works for the culture and structure of  your firm.  

• Embrace the process of  trial and error and never stop improving the program.  

• Keep in mind that successful classes are more about the dialogue than the curriculum.  

• Form beta thinking groups to generate idea feedback.  

• Encourage confidentiality amongst the class participants, as this will reduce discomfort and apprehension while promoting 
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free discourse. 

• Embolden participants to share their life stories with the class to create a shared feeling of  openness, vulnerability, and trust.  

• The class facilitator should steer the discussions instead of  leading them: aim to direct the conversation by asking questions.

The program has resulted in an increase in idea sharing within the company.  Program alumni are more willing to seek out 

opportunities to create change, and are the individuals most likely to be sought after to lead initiatives within their offices or 

within the company.  There are gathering opportunities for alumni who then support new participants, which helps facilitate the 

informal mentorship that results.  

An achievement seen by the company since implementing the program years ago is the fact that 70% of  alumni are still at 

Shive-Hattery.  The alumni appear more engaged in their work and tend to feel validated as a result of  their participation in 

the program.  Upper management has seen benefits to the program and continue to nominate future class participants.  Since 

the program strives to build leaders at all levels from within to then lead in various areas within the company, it is easier for the 

company to stay away from the top-down management style that it seeks to avoid.  It is believed by those implementing the 

program that if  others are groomed and rewarded based on a shared set of  principles, success is sure to follow.

The intent is to constantly adapt and improve the program.  It is accepted that periodic program reinventions may be needed as 

the industry and culture evolves.  What might have been tried and true in previous classes may become outdated and irrelevant.  

New ideas from program alumni are constantly contributed and considered and the facilitators reenergize the approach and 

delivery to ensure the program does not get stale.  The goal is to keep the program engaging and interesting in order to be 

effective, and to achieve this, new techniques are implemented as needed.


