
You Know You Have 
Leadership Brand When...

Strong and effective leadership through-

out an organization, a Leadership Brand, 

becomes an intangible confidence builder 

whereby investors have more confidence 

in the current and future earnings of a 

company; the market value of their pro-

jected future earnings will be higher than 

firms without a Leadership Brand. This 

article identifies characteristics that are 

present when a firm possesses a Leader-

ship Brand.
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A
fter much speculation inside and outside of 

General Electric, forty-two year old Jeffrey 

Immelt was named Jack Welch’s heir apparent 

CEO in December 2000. Once this decision was public, 

two GE crown princes, James McNerney and Robert 

Nardelli, announced their defection to 3M and Home 

Depot respectively. The market responded favorably 

to 3M and Home Depot as it had when past senior 

GE alumni become senior officers of other companies. 

3M’s stock rose 11% on December 4th, the day that 

McNerney was announced to take over the top position 

there. By the end of the week, the price was up nearly 

17%, and remained near its 52 week high, up 20%, a 

month later. Similarly, Home Depot’s stock rose 10% on 

December 6th, the day that it announced Nardelli’s ap-

pointment to the CEO position, a month later, it was up 

over 22%. (The market was essentially flat during that 

month). GE has developed a reputation as an exporter 

of talent to other companies. Here’s a current list of for-

mer GE executives and officers in similarly high places: 

•   David Cote, president and COO of TRW (NYSE: TRW) 

•   Paolo Fresca, chairman of Fiat SpA (NYSE: FIA) 

•   Kaj Ahlman, vice chairman of E.W. Blanch (NYSE: 

EWB) 

•   Tom Rogers, chairman and CEO of Primedia (NYSE: 

PRM) 

•   John Trani, chairman and CEO of Stanley Works (NYSE: 

SWK) 

•   Nigel Andrews, managing director of Internet Capital 

Group (Nasdaq: ICGE) 

•   Gary Wendt, chairman and CEO of Conseco (NYSE: 

CNC) 

•   Bruce Albertson, president and CEO of Iomega (NYSE: 

IOM) 

•   Stephen Bennett, president and CEO of Intuit (Nasdaq: 

INTU) 

•   Warren Jenson, CFO of Amazon.com (Nasdaq: AMZN) 

•   Thomas Tiller, president and CEO of Polaris Industries 

(NYSE: PII) 

•   Dennis Williams, chairman, president, and CEO of IDEX 

Corp. (NYSE: IEX) 

•   Robert Collins, chairman of Scott Technologies (Nas-

daq: SCTT) 

What’s going on? Why does the market respond so fa-

vorably to the news of a GE executive going to another 

company? 

We call it Leadership Brand and GE has more of it right 

now than any other company. 

Basically investors perceive that companies with high 

Leadership Brand, like GE, have something unique and 

special that adds value to investors.  Leadership Brand 

becomes an intangible confidence builder whereby in-

vestors have more confidence in the current and future 

earnings of the company. This investor confidence both 

creates and derives from a leadership value proposition. 

A leadership value proposition answers the question, 

“If we have stronger leaders, then…” Generally, effec-

tive leadership will result in: [1] more committed and 

competent employees; [2] more revenue from targeted 

customers; [3] more capable organizations; and [4] 

more sustained financial performance. Each of these 

four outcomes represent the leadership value proposi-

tion and become part of the Leadership Brand.  

Firms with a strong Leadership Brand and value propo-

sition will create intangible value for investors; the 
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market value of their projected future earnings will be 

higher than firms without a Leadership Brand.  

While most accept the rationale that a leadership value 

proposition exists, that leadership increases employee, 

customer, and shareholder value, and that Leader-

ship Brand may be specified and developed, it is more 

difficult to figure out how to audit the existence of the 

Leadership Brand. 

As we have been exploring in many firms the concepts 

of Leadership Brand, we have identified the follow-

ing characteristics present when a firm possesses a 

Leadership Brand. (Figure 1 shows a six step process 

for developing a Leadership Brand).

Figure 1: Architecture to Build Leadership Brand

Express the importance of leadership for current and 

future business success. Executives who believe in the 

importance of leadership give it their time, attention, 

and passion. They talk about how leaders are central 

to their firm’s success; include development of lead-

ers in their assessment of career opportunities; invest 

resources in training future leaders; and articulate 

personally and passionately their views of leadership. 

Jack Welch said he put 40% of his time into develop-

ing people. Those who have left GE to lead other firms 

often make forming the right management team as 

their top priority. 

Craft a clear statement about what makes an effec-

tive leader. If asked the question, “What makes an 

effective leader at this firm?” executives who under-

stand Leadership Brand have clear, precise answers. 

Generally we have found these answers in some form 

of the equation: attributes * results. Attributes reflect 

the competencies and behaviors leaders require to ac-

complish strategy. Results are the balanced scorecard 

for the leadership value proposition. Executives who 

build brand have a simple, but repeatable point of view 

about effective leadership that is shared frequently and 

widely throughout the firm. 

Translate statement of effective leadership into mea-

sures for both behaviors and results. With a point of 

view about effective leadership, Leadership Brand may 

then be operationalized. This occurs by turning compe-

tency definitions into behaviors that can be observed 

and measured through a 360 instrument.  Brand is also 

measured by tracking employee, customer, investor, 

and organization results.  Indicators of these results 

may become the leadership dashboard for tracking 

leadership performance. 

Invest resources to build individual leadership capa-

bility and a leadership system. Once the measures are 

defined, executives may then invest in programs and 

activities to create a Leadership Brand. These invest-

ments may include training courses, action learning 

workshops, career development experiences, coaching, 

performance management efforts, and culture change. 

In our work with firms, we have created an overall 

leadership system that offers an integrated solution to 

Leadership Brand. Included in this system are efforts 

for individuals as well as overall organization system 

changes. 

Ensure clarity about how Leadership Brand relates 

to firm brand. We have found that a firm’s culture 

represents its identity in the mind of its best custom-

ers. This firm brand engages customers and increases 

their loyalty and commitment to the firm.  Southwest 

ARTICULATE
Make a compelling
case for leadership

THEORY
Agreement on 

what great 
leaders must do

ASSESS
Assess leaders 
and leadership

INVEST
Invest in leadership 

capability

MEASURE
Measure the impact 

of investment

AWARENESS
Ensuring

Reputation

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Leadership 
as a

Capability



You know you have a Leadership Brand when... | The RBLGroup © 2009 3

Airlines has created a “fun” culture that focuses on the 

passenger experience during the flight while simulta-

neously being the on-time airline. This firm identity is 

also reflected in their Leadership Brand where leaders 

are encouraged to be creative and innovative in dealing 

with their employees while demanding excellence. 

Align the human resource systems to sustain the 

brand. Human resource systems become the infrastruc-

ture of a firm.  The following HR questions reinforce a 

Leadership Brand: who is hired, how people are hired, 

what and how leaders communicate, how decisions 

are made, how information is shared, how performance 

standards are set, what incentives are used, how 

rewards are allocated, and how work is allocated. The 

responses to these questions become the foundation 

for HR systems. These systems may be more or less 

aligned to a Leadership Brand. 

Have positive and negative consequences for lead-

ers who do or do not embody the brand. Leadership 

Brand is more than an aspiration; it must also be a 

discipline. Leaders may be more or less affixed to the 

Leadership Brand. Leaders who embody the desired 

brand are promoted and become icons for the firm; 

leaders who do not embody the brand need to be 

changed.  At GE, with Immelt’s announcement as CEO, 

others will look for signals about what is important for 

the GE leader of the future. 

 

Ensure that Leadership Brand permeates all levels 

of the organization. If leaders at multiple levels of an 

organization were asked, “what does it take to be effec-

tive as a leader in this organization?” similar answers 

should follow. A brand should have a line of sight from 

the top to the bottom of the organization; it should 

capture the behavior and results for leaders throughout 

an organization; it should be a clear message about 

leaders throughout. 

As executives pay attention to these characteristics of 

Leadership Brand, they will be rewarded by leaders 

throughout their organization who add value.  These 

firms will be more likely to gain market value, to attract 

and retain talented employees, to build customer inti-

macy, and to create flexible adaptive organizations.  

Responsibility for creating Leadership Brand is shared 

among executives who are primarily accountable and 

responsible for all activities within the firm, Human 

Resource executives who architect investments for 

enhancing leadership, and each leader who wants to 

make a difference. 

Our view is that a focus on Leadership Brand opens 

new vistas for understanding both the impact of leaders 

and the ways to secure that impact. New organization 

leaders at GE and elsewhere will have the obligation of 

applying these elements of Leadership Brand to create 

more value for their firms.
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