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The answer is: yes and no. While it is true that 
leadership skills are notoriously difficult to 
teach, there are some steps that can be taken to 

maximize the effectiveness of trainings. In my ten years 
of work experience in Asia – some of it in big multinational 
companies –, I have witnessed a plethora of lackluster 
trainings and only a handful of really inspiring ones that 
left a lasting impression.

So what makes the difference? There are at least six 
steps that should be followed in designing and tailoring a 
training program to your company’s specific needs.

First and most fundamentally, the reality of being an 
employee should not be ignored. The behavioral logic of 
someone who draws a salary differs significantly from that 
of an entrepreneur who reaps profit. The risks of being an 
employee are lower: he has no capital invested and wrong 
actions don’t normally lead to immediate job loss. The 
rewards for success also tend to be lower.

Having less “skin in the game” means that motivational 
levels naturally decrease. Many employees also do not 
want to be leaders or great team builders. They want to 
do as little as possible while getting paid as much as 
possible. This does not mean that they are bad people, they 
are just responding to a different incentive structure than 
entrepreneurs or highly paid company executives. After all, 
let’s be serious: everyone wants to do as little as possible 

with as much as possible in return. It’s called self-interest 
and it’s human nature.

So how do you deal with this lack of motivation then? 
You should appeal to the participants’ selfish side by 
making them realize the training benefits not only for the 
company but also for their very own careers. Show them 
how they can work less and achieve more - work smarter, 
not harder! This approach could also be coupled with 
incentives such as shorter working hours if productivity 
increases.

Prior to or at the beginning of a seminar, I always make 
a point of collecting expectations from the participants in 
order to tailor the content and method to their personal 
interests. During a course on delegation skills, I asked 
participants to list all the things they could achieve if they 
had more time to focus on important tasks.

Another way to increase the willingness of employees 
to accept trainings could be to make them voluntary. 

Things that have to be done tend to be valued less than 
things that we freely choose to do. Of course, for this to 
work, the training topic should be interesting and relevant 
to the potential participants, and maybe also coupled with 
some incentives.

The second big challenge in designing effective training 
programs is to avoid fuzzy concepts. What is meant if 
someone says that leadership should be “inspiring”, 
“visionary” or “by example”. If you ask three persons to 
define these terms you are likely to get three different 
answers. Moreover, if you don’t clearly define them, people 
are likely to believe that you yourself don’t know what they 
mean.

The solution is to make every concept very clear. 
Concrete examples always help. Examples from their work 
will help people understand the underlying concepts. Only 
then do abstract concepts become actionable.

Challenge number five is a mundane one: avoid 
boredom. Company trainings have to be designed in a 
way that makes participants want to join them. Such 
preferences are often culturally influenced. Indonesians 
tend to prefer a gamified approach to learning, whereas 
Germans often expect a more lecture-like style and heavier 
focus on content.       

Last but not least, the effectiveness of leadership 
courses hinges on a long-term perspective for the learning 
process. The mastering of soft skills can take longer than 
that of technical skills. Leaders normally don’t grow on 
trees; they have to acquire their skills through months 
and years of learning and practice. A one-day seminar 
is unlikely to turn average workers into paragons of 
leadership.

Therefore, repeat trainings and long-term approaches 
are necessary. One manufacturing company requested 
me to conduct a three-day training over the period of 
three months with implementation phases in between the 
training sessions. After all, the proverb “Rome was not 
built in a day” applies to improving one’s soft skills as well. 

Can soft skills such as leadership, team spirit and responsibility really be taught in a 
training course that lasts only one or two days? Doesn’t it require years of practice 
and dedication to develop such skills? Aren’t some people simply impervious to 
behavioral nudges and not cut out to be a leader?

What sets 
successful 

trainings apart

At one multinational furniture company where I 
conducted a two-day course, we defined the term 
“leadership by example”. One example the participants 
came up with was a manager who walks through the store 
and cleans up piles of merchandise even though that 
would be below his formal duties.

The third major obstacle in creating effective training 
programs is a lack of clearly defined objectives. How can 
the trainer craft an effective program if the company is not 
clear on what they want to achieve with the training? Is the 
purpose uncovering a problem, raising awareness of an 
issue or changing actual behavior? This needs to be clear 
at the outset, otherwise the effectiveness of a training will 
suffer.

Prior to a course on intercultural leadership, I asked 
the CEO of a European corporation in Jakarta what kind of 
behavioral changes he wanted to achieve. He told me that 
he wanted his Indonesian staff to be less concerned about 
status and more pro-active in their leadership style. His 
expatriate staff should act more top-down in situations 
where the subordinates expected clear instructions. This 
helped me tailor the seminar to his company’s needs.

Challenge number four when designing training 
programs is to employ a methodological mix. A combination 
of discussions, presentations, simulations (role plays) and 
games adds variety to a seminar, making it more dynamic 
and interactive. In addition to regular group courses, there 
are other formats that feature unique advantages such 
as coaching (by an external coach) and mentoring (by an 
internal mentor). For maximum effect, a company should 
make use of all three formats.

Concrete examples always help. 
Examples from their work will help 
people understand the underlying 
concepts. Only then do abstract 

concepts become actionable.

Many employees also do not want to 
be leaders or great team builders. They 

want to do as little as possible while 
getting paid as much as possible. 

Benefits for employee
Avoid fuzzy concept
Clear objective
Employ methodological mix
Avoid boredom
Long-term approaches
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