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Leadership development programs play an important role in promoting leadership capabilities 

and enhancing organizational resilience. Lately, especially customized leadership development 
programs, have gained visibility and sparked interest in the corporate world. Yet, understanding 
of their true impact for organizations remains a complex challenge creating a gap in research on 
the topic. This thesis addresses this gap by exploring how customers perceive the impact of such 
programs offered by a renowned executive education provider. The object of this research is to 
understand the value customers seek from these development programs, how they assess their 
effectiveness, and what factors influence their perceptions of impact. Additionally, the purpose is 
to determine what actions the executive education providers should take to better answer the 
customers pursuit for organizational impact.  

Leadership development programs hold the potential to transform leaders and organizations 
by enhancing leadership competencies, optimizing team dynamics, fostering communication and 
networking, counseling strategic and cultural change, and driving overall organizational perfor-
mance. Moreover, they play a crucial role in boosting employee engagement and motivation, 
resulting in improved job satisfaction and retention rates. The cultivation of effective leadership 
has a direct impact on all the employees and, consequently, on an organization's ability to navi-
gate change, growth, and success in the corporate landscape. 

To gain a deeper understanding of the customer's perspective on impact creation in leadership 
development, this research was conducted as a case study, which included 12 already imple-
mented leadership development programs as individual cases. The data collection was con-
ducted through semi-structured interviews with customers representatives from the 12 case pro-
grams. Additionally, data was obtained through direct observations from working with leadership 
development programs and the utilization of existing data of the 12 case programs.  

Through interviews and observations, this research gained a detailed understanding of pro-
gram impact creation in the context of leadership development, taking into consideration various 
aspects of the program design. It was revealed that customer perception highlights qualitative 
aspects such as the initiation of networks and connections among the program participants. More-
over, the customer perception of impact revealed a deep appreciation for the programs' emphasis 
on fostering a sense of community among participants. Furthermore, unified practices, partici-
pants increased self-awareness, their commitment to the respective organizations, and concrete 
and transferable learnings were perceived as highly impactful. Additionally, the findings of this 
thesis suggest that customization is a key factor in enhancing program impact, as it aligns the 
program closely with the unique needs and objectives of participants and organizations.  

This thesis was initiated to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of customized leadership 
development programs through the eyes of the customer. It provides new understanding of impact 
creation and practical insights for executive education providers to enhance their programs in 
alignment with the evolving customer needs. While this thesis offers valuable insights, additional 
research on this topic is still required. In order to further contribute to continuous improvement, 
achieve generalizable results on the topic, and enrich the understanding of leadership develop-
ment programs’ impact, further research utilizing varied methods and perspectives is still needed. 
Methods like the Success Case Method and questionnaires could offer more detailed impact as-
sessment, while longitudinal studies can track long-term effects, and cross-cultural perspectives 
can uncover variations in program impact. Furthermore, research examining the level of customer 
orientation and service providers roles can provide comprehensive insights for program improve-
ment in the future. 
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Johtamisen kehittämisohjelmilla on tärkeä rooli johtamiskyvykkyyksien edistämisessä ja orga-

nisaatioiden kestävyyden parantamisessa. Viime aikoina erityisesti räätälöidyt johtamisen kehit-
tämisohjelmat ovat saaneet näkyvyyttä ja herättäneet kiinnostusta yritysmaailmassa. Niiden 
konkreettisen vaikuttavuuden ymmärtäminen on kuitenkin edelleen monimutkainen haaste, jonka 
osalta myös aiheen tutkimus on puutteellista. Tämä diplomityö pyrkii täyttämään aiheen tutkimuk-
sen nykyisiä aukkoja, tarkastelemalla sitä, miten asiakkaat kokevat aiheeseen liittyvän koulutuk-
sen vaikuttavuuden organisaatioissaan. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on ymmärtää, mitä arvoa 
asiakkaat hakevat näistä kehitysohjelmista, miten he arvioivat niiden tehokkuutta, ja mitkä tekijät 
heidän näkökulmastaan luovat näiden ohjelmien vaikuttavuuden. Lisäksi tarkoituksena on selvit-
tää, mitä toimia koulutuksia tarjoavien organisaatioiden tulisi tehdä vastatakseen paremmin asi-
akkaidensa tavoitteisiin organisaation laajuisen vaikuttavuuden osalta. 

Johtamisen kehittämisohjelmat tarjoavat mahdollisuuden kehittää johtajia ja organisaatioita 
esimerkiksi parantamalla johtajuutta, optimoimalla tiimidynamiikkaa, edistämällä viestintää ja ver-
kostoitumista, neuvomalla strategisissa ja kulttuurillisissa muutoksisissa, sekä edistämällä orga-
nisaation yleistä suorituskykyä. Lisäksi niillä on ratkaiseva rooli työntekijöiden sitoutumisessa ja 
motivaation lisäämisessä. Parantamalla organisaation johtamiskäytäntöjä voidaan vaikuttaa suo-
raan organisaation työntekijöihin ja sitä kautta organisaation kykyyn navigoida muutoksessa ja 
varmistaa menestys muuttuvassa ympäristössä.  

Jotta tavoitettaisiin mahdollisimman syvä ymmärrys asiakkaan näkökulmasta vaikuttavuuteen, 
tämä tutkimus suoritettiin tapaustutkimuksena. Tutkimukseen sisältyi 12 jo toteutettua johtamisen 
kehittämisohjelmaa yksittäistapauksina. Datankeruu suoritettiin puolistrukturoitujen haastattelu-
jen avulla, näiden 12:n valitun ohjelman asiakkaiden edustajien kanssa. Lisäksi aineistoa saatiin 
havainnoimalla työskentelyä johtamisen kehittämisohjelmien parissa, sekä hyödyntämällä ole-
massa olevaa dataa valituista 12:sta ohjelmasta.  

Näiden haastattelujen ja havaintojen kautta tämä diplomityö saavutti yksityiskohtaisen ymmär-
ryksen johtamisen kehittämisohjelmien vaikuttavuuden synnystä, ottaen huomioon ohjelman 
suunnittelun eri vaiheet. Tutkimuksen avulla selvisi, että asiakkaiden käsitys vaikuttavuudesta 
korostaa laadullisia näkökulmia, kuten verkostojen rakentumista ohjelman osallistujien välillä. Li-
säksi heidän näkemyksensä vaikuttavuudesta paljastivat syvän arvostuksen yhteisöllisyyden pai-
nottamiseen ohjelmissa. Yhtä lailla, myös yhtenäiset johtamiskäytännöt, osallistujien lisääntynyt 
itsetietoisuus, sitoutuminen organisaatioon, sekä konkreettiset ja käytäntöön siirrettävät opit ko-
ettiin ohjelmissa vaikuttaviksi. Näiden lisäksi tämän diplomityön havainnot viittaavat siihen, että 
räätälöinti on avaintekijä ohjelman vaikuttavuuden kasvattamisessa, koska se mukauttaa ohjel-
man osallistujien ja organisaatioiden ainutlaatuisiin tarpeisiin ja tavoitteisiin. 

Tämän diplomityön tavoitteena oli saavuttaa syvempi ymmärrys räätälöityjen johtamisen ke-
hittämisohjelmien vaikuttavuudesta asiakkaan näkökulmasta. Työ tarjoaa uutta ymmärrystä vai-
kuttavuuden synnystä, ja käytännön oivalluksia johtajien koulutusta tarjoaville organisaatioille, 
jotta he voivat parantaa ohjelmiaan vastaamaan asiakkaiden muuttuvia tarpeita. Vaikka tämä tut-
kimus tarjoaakin arvokkaita oivalluksia, aiheesta tarvitaan edelleen lisätutkimusta. Jatkuvan ke-
hityksen mahdollistamiseksi, yleistettävien tulosten saavuttamiseksi ja ymmärryksen lisäämiseksi 
tarvitaan lisää monipuolisia menetelmiä ja näkökulmia hyödyntäviä tutkimuksia. Menetelmien, ku-
ten Success Case Method ja kyselylomakkeiden hyödyntäminen, voisivat tarjota yksityiskohtai-
sempaa kuvaa vaikuttavuuden kehittymisestä, kun taas pitkittäistutkimuksella voitaisiin paremmin 
seurata pitkän aikavälin vaikuttavuutta. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Leadership Development in Organizational Context 

Scientific research consistently highlights the significance of good leadership for organi-

zational success. According to Avolio, Walumbwa, and Weber (2009) effective leader-

ship positively influences multiple aspects in organizations, such as general job satisfac-

tion and overall organizational performance. Effective leadership can also positively im-

pact the motivation, productivity, and performance of subordinates (Judge et al. 2004) 

and enhance employee engagement, retention, and succession planning (Saks and Gru-

man 2014; Groves 2007). Furthermore, a growing body of research highlights how ef-

fective leadership serves as a catalyst for fostering a positive organizational culture, pro-

moting innovation, and facilitating adaptive responses to organizational challenges, re-

inforcing its critical role in driving long-term organizational success and sustainability 

(Amagoh 2009; Wallace et al. 2021). One could articulate that based on this, the main 

goal of leadership development is to enhance the above-mentioned skills and abilities, 

for individuals to be able to become good and effective leaders contributing to organiza-

tional success (Avolio and Hannah 2008). Consequently, leadership development can 

be seen as an extremely vital process in all organizations. 

Regardless of the often-broadcasted headlines like “Leadership Development Is A $366 

Billion Industry: Here's Why Most Programs Don't Work” (Westfall 2019), “Why leader-

ship-development efforts fail” (Ready and Conger 2003) and “5 Reasons Leadership De-

velopment Programs Fail” (Gleeson 2019), extensive scientific research emphasizes the 

significant positive outcomes of investing in leadership development (Avolio and Hannah 

2008). A study by Willocks (2022) specifically highlights the importance of leadership 

development in organizations facing significant challenges in the increasingly unstable, 

uncertain, and complex business environments. However, it is crucial to acknowledge 

that while the potential benefits of leadership development are remarkable, the impact of 

such programs depends on several factors. Implementing impactful leadership develop-

ment initiatives requires a well-designed and highly tailored approach that aligns with the 

organization’s specific situation. It is not about having the leaders participate in some 
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generic sessions but rather creating a comprehensive, continuous, and supportive learn-

ing environment that fosters growth and skill-building within the entire organization. (Con-

ger 2004) 

In best case scenarios, leadership development programs can impact organizations 

through helping individuals improve their leadership skills, build self-awareness, and de-

velop competencies necessary for leading diverse teams and individuals (Amagoh 

2009). A study by Collins and Holton II (2004), supported by wider research, like the one 

conducted by Wallace et al. (2021), found that organizations that invest in leadership 

development initiatives tend to outperform those that do not. This highlights the im-

portance of dedicated investment in leadership development initiatives. And as most 

companies lack the resources to keep up the continuous improvement efforts and con-

sistency (Starkey and Tempest 2008), this is where executive education providers come 

into the picture. 

1.2 Executive Educations Role in Impactful Leadership Devel-
opment 

Executive education plays a critical role in organizational leadership development by 

providing the means for organizations to equip their leaders with the knowledge, skills, 

and perspectives needed to navigate the complex and continuously changing business 

landscape (Starkey and Tempest 2008). Through different kinds of development pro-

grams and other formats of education, executive education providers deliver leadership 

development, cultivate strategic thinking abilities, and expand individuals' perspectives 

with the ability to utilize the latest research and knowledge, as well as the most impactful 

methods and techniques (Crotty and Soule 1997; Vicere 1996). Executive education pro-

viders excel at offering specialized expertise and cutting-edge knowledge that may not 

be available for the organization seeking leadership development in-house or within their 

own resources. As executive education providers stay up to date with the latest trends, 

research, and emerging practices, they can deliver the most relevant and forward-think-

ing content, for instance in the latest trends of leadership development. (Büchel and An-

tunes 2007) 

One of the significant advantages of engaging executive education providers in the or-

ganizational leadership development processes is the exposure they offer to diverse per-

spectives and experiences. Executive education providers often collaborate with a wide 

range of industries, bringing in seasoned experts and leaders from various fields. As a 

result, participants in executive education programs gain exposure to different leadership 

styles, problem-solving approaches, and innovative strategies. (Büchel and Antunes 
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2007; Campos Retana and Rodriguez-Lluesma 2022) This exposure can encourage 

leaders to think outside the box, consider alternative solutions, and develop a broader 

perspective, ultimately fostering adaptability and agility in their roles (Campos Retana 

and Rodriguez-Lluesma 2022). Moreover, executive education programs are often de-

signed to be intensive and immersive, allowing leaders to focus solely on their develop-

ment without the day-to-day distractions of their regular work environment. This concen-

trated approach ensures that participants can fully engage with the material and better 

reflect on their own leadership styles and areas for growth. The combination of theory 

and practical application in these programs also helps leaders understand how to imple-

ment their learning in real-life scenarios, reinforcing the impact of the program. (Conger 

and Xin 2000)  

As the demands on leaders continue to evolve, the role of executive education in shaping 

impactful leadership also grows increasingly more vital. Executive education can serve 

as a good catalyst for leadership development in organizations, as by investing in exec-

utive education, organizations can foster a culture of continuous learning and develop-

ment, ensuring a pipeline of capable leaders, and drive long-term organizational success 

(Kovach 2000; Strakey et al. 2019). The importance of external executive education pro-

viders in leadership development cannot be overstated, since their contribution goes be-

yond what an organization might achieve through its internal resources (Strakey et al. 

2019). Collaborating with such external providers ensures that organizations invest in 

the continuous growth and effectiveness of their leadership, which in turn leads to im-

proved organizational performance, innovation, and adaptability in the dynamic world of 

business (Cohn et al. 2005). 

1.3 Context, Commissioner, and the Research Problem 

In its current state, ways of identifying, measuring, and verifying the impact of leadership 

development are scattered, and research on the topic is lacking behind (Dopson et al. 

2019). As leadership development plays a crucial role in the success of organizations 

and is one of the things organizations invest most in (Ready and Conger 2003; Westfall 

2019), this is a gap that needs to be filled. The need for this thesis rose from the need to 

gain a deeper understanding of the organizational impact of customized leadership de-

velopment programs, and the need to address the existing gap in the impact measure-

ment customs in executive education. As an executive education provider, the commis-

sioner recognizes well the vital role effective leadership plays in organizational success, 

as well as in individual development. This thesis aims to gain insights on the topic of 

impact and what it means for executive education’s customers, in order to utilize the 
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findings in verifying and enhancing the impact of customized leadership development 

programs in the future. 

This thesis is conducted for Aalto University Executive Education Ltd, later in this thesis 

referred to as Aalto EE, the leading executive education provider in Finland and among 

the top 50 executive education providers worldwide (Aalto EE Home n.d.). Aalto EE of-

fers executive education services targeted to both organizations and individuals, cover-

ing a wide array of themes, spanning from leadership development to a broad selection 

of other topical themes such as strategy implementation, influential communication, sus-

tainable business and many more (Aalto EE for Organizations n.d.; Aalto EE Open Pro-

grams n.d.). With the mission to build a better world through better leadership, Aalto EE 

trains around 7 000 participants yearly worldwide (Aalto EE Our Customers. n.d.) As part 

of Aalto University, Aalto EE combines the academic expertise of a leading university 

with its own a practical and business-oriented approach, ensuring that the programs of-

fered by Aalto EE are at the forefront of business knowledge and incorporate the latest 

research and best practices. (Aalto EE Our Impact n.d.). 

In this thesis the focus is on Aalto EE’s organization specific customized leadership de-

velopment programs. These programs are always tailored to the needs and desires of 

the customer organizations, in close co-operation with them. The themes and topics are 

determined and outlined together, and so are the goals and objectives for the programs. 

The customized leadership development programs chosen for research cases in this 

thesis have been designed and conducted between 2018 and 2022 for 12 different or-

ganizations mainly operating in Finland. These programs share some common leader-

ship related goals, like the goal of developing operationally skilled leaders with a unified 

leadership approach and improved critical leadership skills. However, they all also main-

tain their own organization specific goals and objectives. More information on the case 

programs and the case organizations will be given in chapters 3.2, 4.1.1, 4.1.2 and 4.1.3. 

1.4 Research Objectives, Questions and Scope of the Thesis 

As topic of impact in organizationally customized leadership development has not been 

widely or uniformly researched (Day et al. 2014; Dopson et al. 2019; Mabey 2013), this 

thesis aims to provide insight into the topic. The idea is to increase the understanding of 

the construction of impact in customized leadership development programs from the per-

spective of an organization purchasing these programs as a service, later in this thesis 

referred to as customers. The focus is on identifying and verifying the impact through 

already implemented programs through interviews and existing materials. 
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The main research question for this thesis is:  

How do customers perceive the impact of customized leadership development 

programs purchased from an executive education provider? 

After finding an answer, through a short contemplation of it, this thesis will also answer 

the following question: 

How can an executive education provider offering leadership development 

meet the customers’ expectations of impact? 

By answering these questions, the main objective of this thesis is to provide new infor-

mation on how the impact of leadership development programs is perceived from the 

beginning of the program design through the implementation. The overall goal is to pro-

duce practical information that can, in the future, be used as a base to increase the 

impact of the leadership development provided by Aalto EE, and to showcase the bene-

fits and impact of leadership development programs. This thesis could also be utilized 

as a base for further research on the impact of executive education programs in Aalto 

EE, or in Aalto University. On the side of the main research objectives, this thesis can as 

well provide insights into the impact of different program components, delivery methods, 

and approaches, and help in perfecting the programs in a way, that positively effects 

both the organizations and the individuals participating in them. 

As the scope of the research itself would easily expand to too large, the topic has been 

carefully delimited. While leadership development itself is a broad and versatile concept, 

in this thesis the focus is on customized leadership development conducted through pur-

chased executive education provided development programs, therefore excluding all 

other actions the customer organization might simultaneously or at a different time take 

in order to develop their leaders’ capabilities and competencies. Thus, this thesis also 

excludes all executive education programs addressed to single individuals, like Aalto 

EE’s open education programs and degree programs, and focuses merely on the cus-

tomized programs. 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into six different sections, each of which digs deeper into the re-

search process and leadership development. At the beginning, in the first section, the 

reader is introduced to the topic, the background and the context of the research as well 

as the scope, significance and structure of the thesis. The second section then provides 

an extensive review of the relevant existing literature on the topic of impact in leadership 
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development programs. This section focuses on the general idea of leadership develop-

ment, specifies into customized leadership development programs, and answers ques-

tions such as what makes leadership development impactful and how the leadership 

development programs are usually evaluated. It focuses on the perspective of the cus-

tomer and highlights their perception of impact creation. The objective for this section is 

to present the reader with a detailed view into leadership development concepts and 

provide initial answers to the research questions from existing literature. All literature 

used for this review has been sourced from various databases, with an emphasis on 

using high-quality publications.  

Following, the third section of this thesis outlines the research methodology detailing the 

made methodological choices, and the process of the data collection and analysis. As 

this thesis is conducted through qualitative methods as a case study, this section also 

explores the case selection and introduces the twelve included cases, all of which rep-

resent previously implemented customized leadership development programs provided 

by Aalto EE. The empirical data for this thesis is gathered through interviews and obser-

vations, and from pre-existing materials concerning the programs of interest, in order to 

provide a comprehensive and generalizable analysis of impact in leadership develop-

ment programs. Afterwards, the collected data is analyzed using thematic analysis to 

uncover underlying patterns and insights from the interviews and other data. The ambi-

tion for all the chosen methods is to gain data that complements the findings from the 

literature review.  

Section four then presents the results of the empirical research, offering insights to the 

gathered data, and further introducing the chosen cases. This chapter is divided themat-

ically to follow the program design process. It begins with introducing the initial needs 

behind the case programs, and the goals set for them in the design process. The second 

part discusses the program preparation, diving into the topics of program marketing and 

participants selection. After this, the third section addresses the program implementation 

and different concrete considerations regarding it, such as methods and faculty. Lastly 

the fourth section opens the interviewees’ perceptions of impact and their ideas of best 

results for customized leadership development programs. The objective for this section 

is to explore executive education customers perceptions of impact and their general 

ideas on leadership development. 

In the fifth section the thesis then moves on to discussing and analyzing the results, 

aiming to provide answers to the research questions. This section combines insights 

from the existing literature and the data collected through empirical research. The objec-

tive is to discover the similarities and differences within these materials, give concrete 
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answers to the research questions and provide practical recommendations for the com-

missioner organization. Finally, the sixth and last section ties the thesis together and 

evaluates its success, the achievement of the set objectives, its contribution to research, 

the possible limitations, and the need for further research on the topic. As this work con-

tributes to the insufficiently research subject of impact in customized leadership devel-

opment programs, especially in the Finnish context, it highlights the importance of cus-

tomer focus in executive education. By filling gaps in the existing knowledge, this thesis 

provides valuable insights that can inform decision-making in organizations that are ei-

ther executive education customers or providers. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Leadership and Leadership Development 

As organizations strive for excellence, the concept of leadership has been the object of 

extensive research and continuous development over the years, remaining extremely 

relevant to this day (Rajoria et al. 2022; Shet 2021). While numerous definitions for lead-

ership exist, it can generally be described as the ability to guide, inspire, and influence 

others towards achieving a shared goal or vision (Bennis 2007). Regardless of the field 

or organization, leadership covers a wide range of different skills, qualities, and behav-

iors that enable individuals to effectively lead and mobilize a team or in some cases even 

the whole organization. Leadership is much more than just holding a position of authority 

over others; it is about creating trust, facilitating collaboration, and empowering others to 

reach their full potential. Effective leaders understand that their success is tied to the 

success of their team. (Dewan and Myatt 2008) 

A good leader is often thought to possess attributes like strong communication skills, 

strategic thinking abilities, and emotional intelligence, allowing them to effectively navi-

gate challenges, inspire innovation, and drive positive change (Dewan and Myatt 2008). 

However, the definition of good leadership has evolved over time, especially in the most 

recent decades, as work has become more information oriented and relationships within 

and outside of organizations have changed (Bennis 2007; Leenen et al. 2019). While 

traditional leadership skills remain ever so relevant, leaders now need to possess addi-

tional abilities such as information-oriented decision-making, inclusive leadership, net-

working, and partnership-building. Simultaneously capabilities like adaptability and resil-

ience are even more important than before. (Dewan and Myatt 2008)  

Constant change has been the reality both in the whole world and in the business world 

for a long time, and leadership is not excluded from the need to change accordingly 

(Eagly and Chin 2010). As Dewan and Myatt (2008) suggest, leadership is not just a title 

or a position but a continuous journey of growth and self-improvement. Exceptional lead-

ers are always learning, adapting, and seeking feedback to refine their skills. They un-

derstand that leadership is not a destination but an ongoing process of personal and 

professional development. (Dewan and Myatt 2008) Thus, developing, and renewing 

leadership skills is essential for both individuals and organizations, to navigate the com-

plexities and uncertainties of the modern landscape. This is where leadership develop-

ment comes to the picture. Leadership development, as defined by Mabey (2013), refers 
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to the intentional process of enhancing the skills, abilities, and attributes of individuals to 

become more effective leaders. The process often involves a structured approach to 

developing leadership competencies and self-awareness, encompassing a variety of ac-

tivities and strategies aimed at nurturing leadership potential and fostering the growth of 

individuals in leadership roles. (Mabey 2013).  

2.1.1 Current Trends and Best Practices in Leadership Develop-
ment 

Like every aspect of organizational existence, leadership development has also trans-

formed and progressed over the years (Day et al. 2014; Collins and Holton II 2004). In 

the context of leadership development, one of the most topical trends is the shift towards 

a more personalized, individualized and emotionally resonating approach (Day et al. 

2014; Gosling and Western 2017; Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004). Through adding 

increasing amounts of coaching and mentoring activities to the process, organizations 

are trying to capture lasting impact and value, that will be transported to the organizations 

day-to-day operations (Boyatzis et al. 2013; Jones et al. 2016; Skipper and Bell 2016). 

As coaching provides individualized support, guidance, and feedback to leaders, it can 

help them to enhance their skills and reach their full potential (Grant 2014; Jones et al. 

2016). Mentoring on the other hand connects new leaders with experienced ones who 

can provide guidance and share their knowledge and experiences. Both methods have 

been found to influence learning and development in a positive way (Eby and Lockwood 

2005; Skipper and Bell 2016). 

Furthermore, the integration of technology in leadership development has gained atten-

tion in recent years (Ardichvili 2016; Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004). Online learning 

platforms, virtual simulations, gamification through technology, and mobile applications 

have become popular tools for delivering leadership development (Sife et al. 2007). As 

these technology-enabled approaches can provide flexibility, accessibility, and scalabil-

ity, they allow leaders to engage in learning experiences anytime and anywhere. How-

ever, the thoughts on online learning in leadership development are two-fold. 

(Moldoveanu and Narayandas 2019; Sife et al. 2007) While the flexibility they enable is 

celebrated, they still lack in human contact and networking opportunities, that are often 

seen as important and impactful parts in leadership development. Online learning cannot 

provide the same feeling of unity as actual being present in the same space can. 

(Moldoveanu and Narayandas 2019) 

In today's fast-paced and complex business environments, leaders need to be increas-

ingly aware, agile, and adaptable. Because of this, leadership development actions are 
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also more and more focused on developing the leaders' abilities to navigate uncertainty, 

to make quick decisions, and to lead through change (Moldoveanu and Narayandas 

2019). This includes developing skills such as strategic thinking, flexibility, communica-

tion, and resilience, that were not yet the hype in leadership development just some 

decades ago (Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004).  

Organizations are also more and more emphasizing the importance of integrity, trans-

parency, and ethical decision-making (Brown at al. 2005; Treviño et al. 2006), which can 

be seen reflected in leadership development (Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004). Lead-

ership development is, more than before, focusing on developing leaders who can pro-

mote the organizations values, inspire trust, and promote ethical behavior and culture 

within the organization (Braun et al. 2005; Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004; Treviño et 

al. 2006). Moreover, there is a growing recognition of the importance of diversity and 

inclusion in leadership development (Booysen 2013; Homan et al. 2020). Organizations 

are increasingly prioritizing the development of leaders who can effectively navigate di-

verse teams and leverage the benefits of a diverse workforce (Homan et al. 2020), and 

activities that promote cultural competency and inclusion are incorporated in leadership 

development (Booysen 2013). 

Overall, these trends reflect the current state of the world and the evolving needs and 

priorities of organizations in changing, dynamic, and diverse business environments. By 

incorporating personalized and individualized approaches, developing emotionally avail-

able and intelligent leadership practices, leveraging technology, evolving agility, and em-

bracing diversity, inclusion and ethics, organizations can achieve a solid leadership base 

for their leadership development and drive sustainable success through it. It is good to 

note however, that leadership development and the best practices depend on the organ-

ization itself, its culture, and the environment it operates in (Cohn et al. 2005), and thus 

the best practices can look slightly different for each organization. 

2.1.2 Executive Education Programs as an External Service 

The history of executive education goes far back, and the tradition has been argued to 

have begun in the 1920s or 1930s with programs that would later be referred to as ex-

ecutive education (Amdam 2016). However, it was later in 1960s when executive edu-

cation took its place in the education industry and expanded its reach from a niche 

(Amdam 2016; Starkey and Tempest 2008). Originally focused on the transfer of tech-

nical skills to individual (Strakey et al. 2019), executive education providers now put more 



11 
 

emphasis on organizational level development (Starkey and Tempest 2008) and execu-

tive education itself can be seen as an umbrella term that covers a wide variety of differ-

ent kinds of developmental activities, including leadership development programs. 

As a huge part of the professional development industry, billions of dollars are spent on 

executive education programs each year (Salas et al. 2012; Westfall 2019). Generally 

executive education programs refer to targeted learning and development programs, that 

are designed for specific audiences, seeking to enhance their skills and competencies 

(Crotty and Soule 1997). By buying these programs, organizations aim to gain an ad-

vantage in their development activities by outsourcing the process to professionals that 

can more easily find the most suitable solution for their specific needs (Crotty and Soule 

1997; Vicere 1996).  

In leadership development programs created by executive education providers the focus 

is often on similar aspects as in any leadership development activities. They include 

things like in enhancing and unifying leadership skills, improving the understanding of 

organizations strategy, upgrading communication and interpersonal skills, expanding 

participants' networks, and ensuring employee engagement. Simultaneously, they also 

also providing learnings about different specific topics, like finance, artificial intelligence, 

or lean management. (Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004) Unlike traditional academic 

education, executive education often focuses on the practical and experiential side of 

learning, that can be applied immediately in real-world scenarios and in the participants 

day-to-day work (Conger and Xin 2000; Crotty and Soule 1997). 

2.2 Customized Leadership Development Programs 

Through executive education providers, customized leadership development programs 

have become an essential tool for organizations seeking to develop effective leaders. 

These programs offer an option for organizations to get a fully customized development 

process, that perfectly fits their needs and wants, with a lot less effort and research on 

their side. (Crotty and Soule 1997) By tailoring the development to address the needs 

and challenges of specific organizations, customized leadership development programs 

can create a pool of strong leaders with skills and knowledge relevant in the organiza-

tion’s precise operating environment and specific context. The benefits of these kinds of 

programs can also extend beyond just improving leadership skills; by organizational cus-

tomization they can significantly impact the organization's culture, performance, and 

long-term success. (Anderson and van Wijk 2010; Conger and Xin 2000)  
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In practice, customized leadership development programs can highly vary in multiple 

aspects, like content, duration, and format. Typically, alongside general leadership top-

ics, the content of these programs can include things such as strategic and financial 

management, marketing, communication, and pitching and presenting. In addition to the 

diverse range of themes that can be covered in customized leadership development pro-

grams, the duration of these initiatives can also vary significantly to cater to the specific 

needs and limitations of the organizations. Short, intensive courses are often designed 

to provide a compact option for busy executives who have limited time to spare. These 

programs may span over just a few days, but despite their shortness, they are carefully 

curated to deliver high-impact learning experiences and equip participants with actiona-

ble insights that they can immediately apply to their roles. On the other hand, longer-

term leadership development programs offer a more comprehensive approach to lead-

ership growth. These programs may extend over several weeks or months, allowing for 

a more in-depth exploration of various leadership dimensions, so the participants can dig 

deeply into the subjects covered and engage in more extensive self-assessment. 

Furthermore, the format of customized leadership development programs can be tailored 

to suit the organization's preferences and the participants' individual needs (Conger and 

Xin 2000). Classroom lectures, seminars, and workshops offer a face-to-face learning 

environment that encourages real-time interaction, networking, and peer learning. These 

sessions are often filled with practical exercises, simulations, and activities like role-play-

ing, to apply theoretical knowledge to real-world scenarios. With the growing emphasis 

on remote work and virtual learning, many organizations have also lately embraced 

online and blended learning formats. (Narayandas et al. 2020) Online lectures, webinars, 

and e-learning platforms enable participants to access content from anywhere in the 

world, facilitating the inclusion of geographically dispersed teams and accommodating 

to busy schedules (Crotty and Soule 1997; Ryals et al. 2018). In online spaces, virtual 

discussions, group projects, and collaborative tools can be used to foster engagement 

and interaction among participants, promoting a dynamic learning experience (Ryals et 

al. 2018). 

Generally, in all customized leadership development programs, regardless of the format, 

practical exercises, case studies, and projects are integral components. These hands-

on learning activities provide participants with opportunities to apply theoretical concepts 

to real-world challenges. Through activities such as analyzing case studies, undertaking 

team projects, and working on practical scenarios, participants develop problem-solving 

skills, critical thinking abilities, and leadership insights. These experiential components 

not only enhance participants' skills but also foster connections between participants and 
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create a deeper understanding of leadership principles, encouraging them to translate 

theory into practice and navigate real-world business scenarios effectively. (Conger and 

Xin 2000) 

Overall, customized leadership development programs offer a flexible, engaging, and 

results-driven approach to enhancing leadership capabilities within organizations. By tai-

loring the content, duration, and format to align with organizational needs and participant 

preferences, these programs create an impactful learning environment that nurtures 

leaders to thrive in the complex and rapidly evolving business environments. As organi-

zations recognize the importance of investing in their leadership talent, customized ex-

ecutive education programs are expected to continue playing an important role in shap-

ing the leaders of tomorrow. 

2.3 What Makes Leadership Development Impactful? 

Multiple studies demonstrate that leadership development positively impacts organiza-

tional aspects such as job satisfaction, commitment to the organization and creation of 

relevant competencies (Avolio et al. 2009; Judge et al. 2004; Khoreva 2016), but how is 

this impact reached in reality? In recent years, scientific research has provided valuable 

insights into impactful leadership development strategies and to the impact of leadership 

development for organizational outcomes (Dinh et al. 2014). Not so surprisingly, Collins 

and Holton II (2004) found in their review of 83 leadership development studies con-

ducted between 1982 and 2001 that the impact of leadership development programs 

varies a lot, depending both on the program and the general situation it is implemented 

in. While some programs had clearly addressable impacts, others failed on that area just 

as visibly. The differences between the successful and unsuccessful initiatives were 

found to be highly context related, as the study highlighted the necessity of careful plan-

ning and customization. (Collins and Holton II 2004) Amagohs (2009) study further rein-

forced the importance of planning and consistent implementation in leadership develop-

ment initiatives. It highlighted that leadership development should not be viewed as a 

one-time event but rather a journey of continuous improvement (Amagoh 2009). 

2.3.1 Customers’ Perception of Impact Creation 

For organizations providing executive education programs, understanding how the cus-

tomers perceive the impact of such initiatives is crucial. The customers’ perception of 

impact can highly influence their future investments in executive education and decision-

making process when selecting an executive education provider. Positive feedback and 

experiences of impact can lead to repeat business and referrals, while negative feedback 
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may deter potential clients from engaging with the provider. (Peters 2007) As executive 

education providers are often evaluated based on customer feedback and other cus-

tomer-related measurements, such as the renowned Financial Times Business School 

rankings (FT rankings), understanding and meeting customers’ expectations is essential 

for maintaining a positive reputation in the industry. Since rankings like the FT ranking 

are widely recognized as one of the most prestigious and influential assessments of ex-

ecutive education providers, providers that rank well thus attract more attention and in-

terest from potential clients, whether the measures actually implicate impact or not. 

(Bradshaw 2007) 

Overall, the customers’ perception of impact in executive education programs is not 

widely researched as such, but a lot of studies have implications and relevant observa-

tions related to the topic. Research suggests that customer expectations are often tied 

to their hopes for visible impact within their organizations after going through a develop-

mental program. The customers view the developmental programs as an investment 

aimed at producing tangible benefits, such as improved leadership, enhanced manage-

rial effectiveness, and increased organizational performance. (Büchel and Antunes 

2007) The following tables list 6 highly relevant studies on this topic, as well as their 

findings, from the last 30 years. 

Table 1. Armstrong and Sadler-Smith 2008 

Article Headline Article Overview 

Learning on demand, at 
your own pace, in rapid 

bite-sized chunks: The fu-
ture shape of management 

development? 

This article explores a change in executive education towards 
shorter, faster, and more agile learning methods shaping the 

practices, discusses the impact of this change and investigates 
new innovative development approaches. 

Research Methods Key Findings 

The research in this article 
is based on a series of in-
terviews with representa-
tives from both the provid-
ers and customers’ side. 

There is a clear need for executive education to evolve with the 
evolving needs, motivations, and learning preferences of the 
contemporary management education and training audience. 
Shorter and faster programs can be a powerful tool for learn-

ing, but they should not compromise scientifically sound, prac-
tically relevant, and engaging executive education. 
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Table 2. Büchel and Antune 2007 

Article Headline Article Overview 

Reflections on executive 
education: The user and 
provider's perspectives 

This article highlights four key themes in executive education 
and its impact: 1) the preferences of executive education us-
ers, 2) the importance of research and thought leadership, 3) 

the role of facilitators and teaching methods, and 4) the results 
and outcomes of executive education. 

Research Methods Key Findings 

The research in this article 
is based on interviews con-
ducted with individuals from 
both established executive 

education organizations 
and consulting firms ventur-

ing in the field.  

In order to deliver impactful executive education, the research 
highlight the need for academics to bridge the gap between re-

search and practice, executives to make informed choices 
when selecting executive education providers, and the industry 
to adapt to changing dynamics driven by user preferences and 

emerging providers. 

 

Table 3. Conger and Xin 2000 

Article Headline Article Overview 

Executive education in 
the 21st century  

This article focuses on the transformation of executive educa-
tion in the 21st century. It highlights the changing role of exec-
utive education, shifting from being a knowledge refreshment 
to a strategic tool for organizations. The study aims to identify 
key trends and shifts in corporate executive education and as-

sess its purpose, impact, and challenges. 

Research Methods Key Findings 

The research is based on a 
survey questionnaire that 
was sent to senior manag-
ers responsible for corpo-
rate executive education 

and development. 

The article highlights the need for improvements in how execu-
tive education is utilized. Key suggestions include preparing for 
future competencies, involving more feedback, combining ac-
tion and online learning, diversifying participant backgrounds, 
utilizing relevant case studies, improving assessment prac-

tices, aligning education with ongoing change initiatives, and 
employing task forces and multiple sessions for sustained mo-

mentum. 

 

Table 4. Crotty and Soule 1997 

Article Headline Article Overview 

Executive education: yes-
terday and today, with a 

look at tomorrow 

This article offers a historical overview of executive education, 
tracing its development from the past to the present and 

providing insights into potential future trends. It discusses the 
evolution of executive education practices over time compares 
the advantages and disadvantages of university and in-house 

approaches. 

Research Methods Key Findings 

The article focuses on the 
writers’ research of relevant 

literature and the writers’ 
own experiences from the 

industry. 

The article predicts that in the future, organizations will be 
more demanding of executive development programs due to 
cost consciousness and active participation. The selection of 

participants will consider individual backgrounds and corporate 
needs, fostering collaboration between universities and busi-

nesses. They also predict that individuals will also play a more 
active role in customizing their education using technology in 

the future. 



16 
 

Table 5. Gentry, Eckert, Munusamy, Stawiski and Martin 2014 

Article Headline Article Overview 

The needs of participants in 
leadership development 
pro-grams: A qualitative 
and quantitative cross-
country investigation 

This article presents a comprehensive investigation into leader-
ship challenges and competency needs of participants in lead-

ership development programs across different countries. It 
evaluates how important the participants perceive different 

leadership competencies to their own success and compares 
cultural differences. 

Research Methods Key Findings 

The research is based on 
assessment data collected 

from 763 participants of 
third-party vendor’s leader-

ship development pro-
grams, from seven different 

countries. 

The article reveals that leadership challenges are generally 
similar across countries, with small variations. Leading employ-

ees, resourcefulness, and change management are consist-
ently seen as important competencies for success. The find-

ings suggest a cultural convergence in the needs of leadership 
development program participants worldwide, highlighting the 

importance of addressing these challenges and competencies. 

 

Table 6. Reid, Cook, Viedge and Scheepers 2020 

Article Headline Article Overview 

Developing management 
effectiveness: The nexus 

between teaching and 
coaching 

This article explores the relationship between teaching and 
coaching in developing leadership effectiveness through exec-
utive education. It investigates how teaching and coaching in-
tersect and complement each other in the context of executive 
education and how they affect the overall impact of leadership 

development.  

Research Methods Key Findings 

The article focuses on the 
writers’ research of relevant 

literature and the writers’ 
own experiences from the 

industry. 

The article suggests that the greatest benefit for leadership de-
velopment can be achieved when teachers and coaches inte-

grate qualities from both approaches. It highlights the enriching 
differences between teaching and coaching, such as the focus 
on knowledge versus action, pre-determined knowledge versus 
context-specific knowledge, impersonal subject experts versus 
personal process professionals, and critical feedback versus 

supportive feedback. 

 

While the idea and vision of impact can vary from context to context, its existence and 

the promise of impact influences the customer’s decision-making process all the way 

from purchase to the end of the program implementation. Already when planning the 

purchase of executive education programs, customers consider multiple factors that re-

late to impact. For example, the marketing efforts of executive education providers are 

often seen as a crucial factor in their decision-making process. Good marketing, con-

vincing promotion and compelling stories can be read as signs or proof of impact created 

by the programs. (Nicholls et al. 1995).  
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In a study by Gentry et al. (2014), it was also found that customers of especially leader-

ship development programs prioritize the relevance of the learning experience to their 

specific challenges. This supports the statement that more impact is created through an 

organizationally customized program than a general one. Thus, providers that can 

demonstrate how their programs directly address the challenges faced by the specific 

customers and can equip the participants with concretely practical tools and strategies, 

are likely to be viewed more favorably (Gentry et al. 2014). Agreeing with this, Büchel 

and Antunes (2007) found in interviewing executive education customers and providers, 

that the customers value pragmatism and customization as signs of impact. 

When it comes to the concrete implementation of the programs, customers emphasize 

the importance of comprehensive learning experiences that go beyond traditional class-

room teaching and lecturing (Büchel and Antunes 2007). The customers value varied 

learning methods, and dynamic and agile learning environments, where the participants 

individual learning paths are considered (Gentry et al. 2014). Additionally, dynamic learn-

ing environments that encourage open discussion, idea-sharing, and enable the partici-

pants to develop a deeper understanding of the subject matter are seen as a crucial 

aspect in creating lasting change and impact (Narayandas et al. 2020). In general, com-

bining theoretical knowledge with practical application allows executives to internalize 

and apply their learning to real-world scenarios. This can be supported, for example, 

through case studies, projects, coaching, mentoring, and feedback, fostering a deeper 

understanding of concepts and ensuring the successful application of acquired skills. 

(Reid et al. 2020) 

Another thing seen as an important aspect in impact creation is the chosen faculty and 

the relevance of the research backing up the teaching. While the customers want to see 

a balance between the academic, more lecture like content, and the hands-on teaching 

in the programs, they still highly value faculty that is academically or otherwise estab-

lished. They also value institutions that are known to have relevant and up-to-date infor-

mation. (Büchel and Antunes 2007) The customers recognize the significance of reputa-

ble institutions and experienced faculty in ensuring the quality of executive education 

and see this as something leading to more impactful programs. Established business 

schools and renowned instructors generate confidence and trust in customers, providing 

assurance that the education received will have a lasting impact on the organization’s 

professional development. (Hawawini 2005) 

Additionally, the customers often value executive education programs that facilitate net-

working and collaboration among participants. The opportunity to engage with peers from 
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different departments or colleagues they would not otherwise see daily enables partici-

pants to gain diverse perspectives and learn from real-world experiences beyond their 

own work. Executive education programs that foster a strong learning community and 

facilitate knowledge-sharing among participants are more likely to be seen as impactful 

and successful in the eyes of buyers. (Büchel and Antunes 2007) The customers also 

acknowledge the importance of staying on top of the changing business landscape and 

thus, executive education programs that incorporate emerging trends, cutting-edge re-

search, and real-life case studies are highly valued (Crotty and Soule 1997).  

While most impact is still seen to be achieved through more traditional and longer pro-

grams, also on-demand, self-paced, and bite-sized learning experiences are becoming 

more relevant. These options can be seen as impactful in the eyes of customers who 

appreciate flexibility and timesaving learning options (Armstrong and Sadler-Smith 

2008). In the future, newly emerging technologies will enable even more options like 

these (Ardichvili 2016). Generally, as the business landscape evolves, so do the expec-

tations for executive education programs. In their study already from 2000, Conger and 

Xin highlight the need for executive education to adapt to the demands of the 21st cen-

tury, as the customers more and more seek programs that emphasize innovation, digi-

talization, and global perspectives. Forward-thinking programs that address future chal-

lenges and opportunities help organizations stay relevant and ahead in a highly compet-

itive business environment. 

2.3.2 Building Impact in Leadership Development Programs 

Designing an impactful leadership development program requires a thorough under-

standing of the customers perception of impact, as well as deep understanding of the 

organization’s individual needs, goals, and practices. Table 7 on the next page visualizes 

the aspects, that based on the research cited in the previous pages, the customers value 

most when considering program impact and choosing between different executive edu-

cation providers and their services.  
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Table 7. Factors the customers consider important when looking for impactful pro-
grams and reviewing different providers. 

Factors Key Aspects the Customers Consider 

Service 
Provider 

Success in the industry’s widely recognized rankings 
(Bradshaw 2007; Peters 2007) 

 
Effective and relatable marketing efforts 

(Nicholls et al. 1995) 
 

Measurable and demonstratable outcomes from previous programs 
(Büchel and Antunes 2007; Nicholls et al. 1995) 

Level of 
Customization 

Willingness to understand the customer’s specific situation 
(Büchel and Antunes 2007; Gentry et al. 2014) 

 
Ability to tailor according to the customer’s needs 

(Crotty and Soule 1997; Gentry et al. 2014) 
 

Options of individual learning paths for the participants 
(Gentry et al. 2014) 

Practical 
Application 

Varied learning methods, both theoretical and practical 
(Gentry et al. 2014; Narayandas et al. 2020) 

 
Inclusion of the latest technology and methods 

(Ardichvili 2016; Hernez-Broome and Hughes 2004) 
 

Chance to connect and collaborate between participants 
(Büchel and Antunes 2007; Narayandas et al. 2020) 

Cutting-Edge 
Content 

Based on the newest and most relevant research 
(Crotty and Soule 1997; Hawawini 2005) 

 
Well-established faculty with known merits 

(Büchel and Antunes 2007; Hawawini 2005) 
 

Combination of academic knowledge and industry experience 
(Crotty and Soule 1997; Reid et al. 2020) 

 

Executive education providers must continuously engage with their customers, seeking 

feedback and staying attuned to the changing demands. By doing so, they can identify 

emerging challenges, refine their offerings, and create programs that have a lasting im-

pact on individuals, teams, and organizations. Executive education providers that priori-

tize their customers and remain responsive to their evolving requirements will thrive in 

this competitive landscape, as staying relevant is one of the keys to success (Büchel and 

Antunes 2007). The journey towards impactful leadership development starts with a gen-

uine commitment to understanding and addressing the specific needs of different organ-

izations, ensuring that the program’s contents translate into real-world success. 
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2.4 How is the Impact of Leadership Development Evaluated? 

Evaluating developmental programs is crucial for assessing their impact and identifying 

possible areas for improvement (Cheng and Hampson 2008). In their 2011 study, 

Buolmetis and Dutwin (p.3) state that developmental program evaluation is most often a 

systematic process of collecting and analyzing data to achieve a predetermined goal. 

This goal can be either finding out how well the targets of the program were achieved 

and what, if any, impact the program had, or making a further decision about develop-

ment initiatives, based on whether the program was of enough value (Boulmetis and 

Dutwin 2011 p.5). Other research also supports the idea, that the focus in any kind of 

developmental program evaluation is most often estimating the value of the program for 

the organization, finding out whether the objectives defined in advance were met, or 

suggesting possible improvements for future programs or other similar initiatives (Cheng 

and Hampson 2008; O'Connor and Little 2012). 

Effectively evaluating the impact of leadership development is a multidimensional effort 

that requires a systematic approach and well-defined metrics. Traditional evaluation 

methods often revolved around basic measurements, such as participant feedback or 

performance assessment, immediately following the program. While these methods offer 

valuable insights into the initial reactions and immediate effects of the programs, they 

mostly fail to capture the broader and more long-term impacts on the organization (Day 

2000). However, in recent years, the evaluation landscape has evolved to embrace a 

more comprehensive and sophisticated approaches, as organizations have invested 

substantial resources in developing their leaders and expect ways to measure their gain 

(Cheng and Hampson, 2008). 

Nowadays, organizations engaged in developing their leadership practices seek to ana-

lyze various levels of impact, from individual leadership competencies to team dynamics 

and overall organizational performance. To achieve this, the evaluation process often 

needs to employ a mix of qualitative and quantitative methodologies, considering both 

tangible and intangible outcomes. (Elkjaer 2022) The evaluations help in identifying 

strengths and areas for improvement, allowing the organizations developing their lead-

ership practices to make data-driven decisions to optimize future development (Tannen-

baum et al. 2015). Ultimately, effective leadership development evaluation sets the stage 

for creating a dynamic, agile, and resilient leadership culture that propels organizations 

towards sustained growth and success (Salas et al. 2012). 
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2.4.1 Benefits and Considerations of the Evaluation 

Assessing the impact and value of investments is essential in any developmental pro-

gram, making the evaluation also a critical component in the context of leadership devel-

opment programs (Cheng and Hampson, 2008). Researchers have found that the inter-

est to evaluate leadership development and its cause-effect relationships has increased 

over the years, while simultaneously the number of contributions to new evaluation meth-

ods and styles has increased (Collins and Holton 2004; Day et al. 2014). Evaluating 

leadership development programs allows organizations to not only assess the general 

impact of the programs, but also to determine the return they get on their investment. As 

developmental programs’ impact and outcomes can be quite abstract, evaluation is an 

important measure in finding concrete benefits the organizations can gain from these 

programs. The evaluation can also help in aligning the objectives of the program with the 

organizational goals and enhancing the overall leadership development process. (Salas 

et al. 2012) 

Besides the organizational advantages, Boulmetis and Dutwin (2011 p.30–35) point out 

that evaluation can benefit the organizations on the level of individuals. Through evalu-

ation organizations can point out the benefits that employees participating in the pro-

grams directly gain in terms of learning new skills and abilities. They can also use the 

evaluations to demonstrate how the previous participants’ careers have advanced since 

and how committed they as an organization are to their employees. Besides the positive 

outcomes, Boulmetis and Dutwin (2011 p.30–35) also highlight the importance of point-

ing out the weaknesses of the programs as a sign of commitment to continuous improve-

ment. 

While there are a lot of reasons supporting the evaluation of developmental programs, 

there are also some limitations and reasons not to do them. A lot of times organizations, 

whether they are the executive education providers or customers, might skip the evalu-

ations for reasons such as lack of expertise, resources or for difficulties in identifying 

what to measure (Day 2000). Evaluating is always an additional process to go along with 

the program itself, and it needs its own resources, like investment in time, money, and 

sufficient materials (Brinkerhoff 2013 p.47–49). A lot of times there might be a will to 

evaluate the development, but lack of data or time stops organizations from doing so. 

Unless the evaluation is planned from the beginning, data collection might become an 

insurmountable issue. (Tannenbaum et al. 2015)  

Additionally, often the complexity of measuring if the goals or objectives were met can 

come in the way of evaluation. How the organization benefitted from the program can 
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also be hard to link to the program directly, since the causalities in these kinds of cases 

are never straightforward. (Madaus et al. 1983 p.320–321) Overall, just the fact that eval-

uations are made does not guarantee that any important conclusion should be drawn, or 

the impact could be improved in the future (Boulmetis and Dutwin 2011 p.35–36; Day 

2000). 

2.4.2 Best Practices  

While the evaluation of leadership development is well recognized as an important pro-

cess, there is no single framework or method that would come up as the most utilized. 

On the contrary, scientific research proposes numerous different approaches to evaluat-

ing the impact and outcomes of development initiatives and programs. Generally, lead-

ership development programs can be evaluated from either an individual or an organi-

zational viewpoint. The goals of evaluation most often stem from the organizational per-

spective (O'Connor and Little 2012), while the evaluation itself still commonly studies the 

participants and their individual perspectives (Day 2000).  

Often the evaluations consist of things such as pre- and post-program assessments or 

tests, 360-degree or other evaluations, or other kinds of participant feedback. These can 

be implemented through interviews, questionaries or surveys, or longitudinal studies 

tracking participants’ career progress or their salary development after the program im-

plementation (Day 2000; Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 2006 p.21–26). While these meth-

ods can offer valuable insights into the effectiveness and long-term impacts of such pro-

grams, they do not directly address the organizational aspects. However, the evaluation 

of leadership development programs can also be extended beyond the individual-level 

assessments and reviews, to encompass the organizational-level impacts as well (Salas 

et al. 2008). 

Research shows that evaluating organizational-level impacts requires a more compre-

hensive and systemic approach, considering the complexities of interactions and inter-

dependencies within the organizational context. Currently there are several frameworks 

and methods readily available, but again, no single model that would be coherently uti-

lized. These available frameworks generally consider different dimensions such as or-

ganizational culture, leadership, communication, motivation to change and employee en-

gagement, to deeply evaluate the transfer of learnings into real life and to organizational 

change (Cheng and Hampson 2008). According to Jenlink (1994) the choice of model 

for evaluating programs depends on the specific context, goals, and resources of the 

organization doing the evaluation. Thus, it is important to adapt and tailor the evaluation 
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approach to fit the unique characteristics of the situation for a result that will provide 

useful insights (Jenlink 1994). 

In any program evaluation, the foundation of informed decision-making should lie in the 

quality and quantity of the data collected and analyzed. This is important to avoid facing 

the limitation of insufficient data, as it can handicap the ability to evaluate program impact 

accurately, as insufficient data can lead to biased conclusions, unreliable insights, and 

ineffective decision-making. (Tannenbaum et al., 2015) To overcome this limitation, it is 

essential to adopt thorough data collection and analysis methodologies. When doing so, 

it can be ensured that the evaluation process is based on a robust dataset that reflects 

the true impact of the program. Collecting sufficient data for evaluation should involve 

collecting it from various sources, including from the participants, the trainers, the super-

visors, and the stakeholders. Moreover, the data collection process should be system-

atic, consistent, and well-documented to maintain data integrity and transparency. 

(Jenlink 1994) 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the impact of developmental programs, the 

evaluations can employ mixed methods approaches. These approaches involve integrat-

ing both qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis techniques, providing a 

more holistic evaluation of the program's real impact (Jenlink, 1994). The mixed methods 

can include data collection methods such as surveys, that are an efficient way to gather 

large amounts of quantitative data from a wide range of participants; interviews, by which 

the organizations can look deeper into individuals' experiences and perspectives; or fo-

cus groups, that facilitate interactive discussions among a small group of participants, 

fostering a deeper understanding of collective opinions, attitudes, and perceptions re-

lated to the program. While well-designed surveys can help assess participants' satis-

faction, knowledge gain, and behavior change, providing valuable insights into the pro-

gram's strengths and weaknesses, the qualitative data can on the other hand offer rich 

contextual information, revealing nuances that more quantitative data may not capture. 

(Jenlink 1994)  

Generally, there are two complete frameworks, with readily tailored processes, worth 

mentioning, that can be used to evaluate the impact of different kinds of development 

programs. These are The Kirkpatrick Model, developed by Donald L. Kirkpatrick in 1959 

and The Success Case Method by Robert O. Brinkerhoff published in 2003. As both 

frameworks are the most widely used and known ones in industry (Choi and Lee 2011; 

Tamkin et al. 2002), they are further introduced in the next chapters. 
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2.4.3 The Kirkpatrick Model 

As mentioned, one of the most known and recognized models for evaluating develop-

mental programs is the Kirkpatrick Model. It was developed by Donald L. Kirkpatrick in 

1959 and has since undergone revisions over the years in co-operation with his son 

James D. Kirkpatrick. The model has evolved into a four-level framework that provides 

a comprehensive approach to evaluating program impact and outcomes (Kirkpatrick and 

Kirkpatrick 2006). The Kirkpatrick Model is based on the premise that evaluating impact 

should go beyond just measuring participants' reactions to the program and it focuses 

on assessing the impact that development can have on organizations, in four different 

levels (Hou and Chen 2020), as illustrated below in Figure 1. The four levels are often 

referred to as the Kirkpatrick's Four Levels of Evaluation and they provide a systematic 

approach for evaluation (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 2006). By collecting data on partici-

pants' reactions, learning outcomes, behavioral changes, and organizational results, 

through this model, evaluators can gain valuable insights into the program's impact and 

its influence on leadership development within the chosen setting. (Hou and Chen 2020) 

 

Figure 1. The Kirkpatrick Models’ four levels of evaluation  

In simplicity, at the first level of the model, reaction, the programs are assessed based 

on participants' reactions, satisfaction, and perceived relevance of the themes to their 

own work. Understanding these participants' reactions is essential for further evaluation 

as positive reactions can foster a better learning environment, increasing the likelihood 

of knowledge retention and application. Common methods for this level are, amongst 

other options, surveys, and interviews. In level two, learning, the learning outcomes are 

evaluated by assessing the knowledge, skills, and attitudes acquired by participants. The 

goal is to ensure that learners have acquired the knowledge and skills necessary to per-

form better in their roles. The methods to assess this level include things such as quiz-

zes, tests, skill demonstrations, and simulations. (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 2006) 
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The third level, behavior, shifts the evaluations focus to observable changes in behavior 

and the application of the learnings in the workplace. It measures whether participants 

have transferred their learning from the program’s environment to their jobs effectively. 

Evaluating behavioral change might involve on-the-job observations, self-assessments, 

and feedback from supervisors and peers. The fourth and final level of the model, results, 

measures the programs impact on broader level of organizational results. This could 

include things like improvements in productivity, quality, customer satisfaction, employee 

retention, or any other relevant metrics. This level aims to determine the programs overall 

contribution to organizational success and data collection may involve performance re-

views, productivity metrics, and financial reports. (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 2006) 

Over the years, the Kirkpatrick Model has enjoyed a lot of praise, but also been subjected 

to various critiques and expansions, with scholars proposing additional levels and advo-

cating for a more context-sensitive approach to evaluation (Kaufman and Keller 1994; 

Kaufman 1996: Tamkin et al. 2002). The model's simplicity and ease of implementation 

have highly contributed to its popularity. Elkjaer (2022) highlights that the Kirkpatrick 

Model has served as a practical and accessible evaluation framework, particularly for 

practitioners without extensive evaluation expertise. He points out, that the framework 

has also made it easier for executive education professionals to communicate the eval-

uation process to stakeholders and decision makers (Elkjaer 2022).  

Furthermore, the comprehensive nature of the Kirkpatrick Model's four levels allows for 

a holistic assessment of developmental initiatives and their short- as well as long-term 

impacts. With the use of the model organizations can make data-driven decisions based 

on comprehensive evaluation. (Tamkin et al. 2002) On the other hand critiques of the 

Kirkpatrick Model have prompted discussions of its limitations. One major concern raised 

by Kaufman and Keller (1994) is the model's limited focus on learning outcomes related 

to higher order thinking and problem-solving skills. They argue that the model's second 

level of evaluation might not adequately capture the complexities of knowledge acquisi-

tion and application, particularly in advanced learning scenarios. Another challenge with 

this model lies in establishing causality between the program and organizational results 

at level four. Kaufman (1996) suggests that various external factors and organizational 

dynamics can influence the outcomes measured, making it difficult to attribute perfor-

mance changes solely to the program evaluated.  

The Kirkpatrick Model has undoubtedly influenced evaluating organizational develop-

ment significantly, as the model provides a structured approach to assessing develop-

mental outcomes. However, it is essential to recognize the model's limitations and con-

sider alternative evaluation frameworks to gain a more comprehensive understanding of 
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impact. By incorporating insights from various models, organizations can build a robust 

and data-driven approach to evaluation. 

2.4.4 The Success Case Method 

The other well-known, and slightly newer, method for program evaluation is The Success 

Case Method (SCM). This method focuses on identifying and understanding success 

stories within developmental initiatives or innovations to address their value and impact. 

It emphasizes the importance of understanding both positive and negative outcomes to 

provide a comprehensive evaluation, by aiming to identify and analyze the factors con-

tributing to success and failure. (Brinkerhoff 2003 p.2–4) In simple terms, the method 

involves identifying the key elements that led to an impactful outcome, and then, using 

that information, replicating the success in future projects.  

Brinkerhoff introduced this method in his 2003 book "The Success Case Method: Find 

Out Quickly What's Working and What's Not", and it has since been in the heart of mul-

tiple evaluation studies for different industries, part of further research, and utilized by 

different companies (Choi and Lee 2011; Brinkerhoff 2003; Median et al. 2015; Lee et 

al. 2017) In practice the SCM is an exact and systematic multi-step process, as illustrated 

in Figure 2 below.  

 

Figure 2. The five steps of the Success Case Method 

The first step of the Success Case Method is planning the process thoroughly. In this 

step it is important to consider similar questions as you would in any evaluation, for ex-

ample questions like what are the purpose, timeframe, and resources for the evaluation. 

(Brinkerhoff 2003 p.29–33) The second step of the method, envisioning what success 

looks like through creating impact models, is what is critical for further evaluation. This 

step works as a forecast for what you should be looking for, when trying to find successful 
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cases. During the evaluation, successful cases can be seen, for example, as participants 

that have achieved over average results. (Brinkerhoff 2003 p.75–77)  

The third and fourth steps of the method then start by selecting a representative sample 

of these success cases, typically comprising 10% of program participants (Brinkerhoff 

2003 p.126). This allows for an in-depth analysis of what worked well and why (Brinker-

hoff, 2003, p.27). The SCM also emphasizes the importance of identifying non-success 

cases, which include individuals or groups who did not achieve desired outcomes. By 

comparing these success cases with non-success cases, barriers, challenges, or gaps 

in the development can then be uncovered (Brinkerhoff 2003 p. 97–99). For data collec-

tion for the analysis Brinkerhoff suggests using structured questionnaires and conducting 

interviews, depending on the time resourced for the evaluation (Brinkerhoff 2003 p.33–

37). The final step of the model is communicating the result in a compelling way that fits 

the scope of the study (Brinkerhoff 2003 p.167–174), to make sure that the value and 

impact captured is made visible. 

The Success Case Method offers several advantages and benefits for evaluation, as it 

allows for a detailed analysis of impact by focusing on individual success cases. The 

method provides actionable insights by identifying critical success factors and potential 

barriers to success. (Medina et al. 2015) It also produces a range of outcomes that can 

contribute to informed decision-making and future improvement. Additionally, under-

standing the factors contributing to unsuccessful cases can help identify areas for im-

provement. (Lee et al. 2017) Despite its strengths, the SCM also has its limitations. One 

challenge is that when implemented in its entirety, the SCM process can be time-con-

suming and resource-intensive, requiring significant efforts from the evaluator. Its results 

are also often not widely generalizable, as the successful cases may not always repre-

sent the overall population. (Brinkerhoff 2005) 

2.5 Conclusions of the Literature Review 

The customers' perception of impact creation is and should be considered a crucial pro-

cess for executive education providers, as positive feedback and tangible outcomes lead 

to repeat business and referrals. As impactful leadership development programs require 

careful planning, customization, and continuous evaluation to align with organizational 

goals and to meet the evolving needs of the participants, evaluating the programs impact 

is essential for optimizing the leadership development efforts. As established in this lit-

erature review, building impactful leadership development programs requires a compre-

hensive understanding of the customer’s needs, goals, and their organizational prac-

tices. Engagement with the customers for feedback, and executive education providers 
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responsiveness to their changing demands are essential for achieving impact in the pro-

grams. The following section of this thesis will further assess the customers’ views on 

impact, the current level of impact achieved in the leadership development programs and 

the opportunities to improve it. 

Generally, evaluating leadership development is a multidimensional process and it re-

quires systematic approaches and the usage of different metrics. The evaluation can 

serve as a basis for decisions regarding program continuation, improvement, or discon-

tinuation. It also helps organizations and individuals see both strengths and weaknesses 

in these programs. The best practices for evaluation include things like choosing appro-

priate models and frameworks and tailoring evaluation approaches to the specific context 

and goals of the programs. Mixed methods approach, combining qualitative and quanti-

tative data, provides a comprehensive understanding of program impact and is often 

used to thoroughly evaluate leadership development programs. In this thesis the evalu-

ation will be simplified, seeing as the resources are limited, but it will still include multiple 

insights, such as interviews, program materials and participant feedback. The goal is to 

utilize the best practices learned here, in order to gain a comprehensive idea of the cur-

rent level of impact in these programs in Aalto EE’s portfolio.  
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design and Approach 

In academic research, methodology serves as the guideline for the course of the study 

and the approach to tackling the defined issues. This thesis follows a pragmatic research 

philosophy, starting with a problem or a situation to be solved and aiming to offer practical 

solutions to it through thorough examination and investigation. As the core idea in prag-

matism is to find a concrete solution to the research problem with a practical, experi-

mental, and critical approach, it is well suited to guide studies that aim to improve existing 

practices and to create generalizable conclusions (Saunders et al 2019 p.150–151). 

Pragmatism also works well for dealing with more complex and dynamically changing 

situations, acknowledging that individuals can perceive and experience actions and 

changes in different ways. It lets the researcher maintain a flexible approach throughout 

the research process and encourages reflection (Kelly and Cordeiro 2020), making it 

further a well-suited guiding choice for this thesis, as the chosen topic calls for generali-

zation of individual outcomes compared to each other. 

Following the research philosophy, this thesis will pursue an inductive research ap-

proach, where the research is mainly guided by observations that work as the building 

blocks for a new theory (Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). While this thesis itself might not 

achieve the level of a comprehensive theory, it will serve as a base for a potential theory 

produced further in the future and its results can be utilized as the foundation for practical 

change.  

When it comes to the research method, this thesis follows a fully qualitive method, fo-

cusing on using and producing non-numeric data, as this corresponds with the deter-

mined research problem and questions, as well as with the inductive research approach 

(Puusa et al. 2020 chapter 3). Furthermore, in this thesis, the empirical research adopts 

the form of a case study, best suited for examining complex phenomena with multiple 

perspectives (Baxter and Jack 2008). More specifically, this thesis was conducted as a 

multi-case study, that allows for exploration of various executive education programs 

designed for different organizations. This way the research is more generalizable, com-

pared to single-case study and aligns with the research context, which emphasizes in-

depth inquiry into real-life situations (Saunders et al. 2019 p.196). 
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When conducting a case study, it is highly important to define the investigated case or 

cases well, since case studies can often expand and exceed the original scope (Eisen-

hardt and Graebner 2007). In this thesis, the cases investigated are the chosen executive 

education programs fully introduced in the next chapter. Given the nature of the chosen 

methods and cases, this thesis adopts a cross-sectional approach, where the used data 

is collected at a single point in time or during a relatively short period, enabling the ex-

amination of events and situations that have already happened, and collecting the data 

retrospectively (Saunders et al. 2019 p.212). This approach is ideal for studying change 

and development over a shorter period, aligning well with the objectives of this thesis. 

3.2 Case Selection 

At the heart of a well-executed case study is case selection, as the process of choosing 

the right cases will often shape both the success and the relevance of the whole study 

(Baxter and Jack 2008), in this case the thesis. The case selection involves carefully 

identifying and selecting specific cases that align with the research question and objec-

tives, with the goal of choosing cases that can provide insightful and in-depth data, rather 

than a just broad overview of the phenomenon investigated. There are multiple factors 

to consider when selecting cases for research. Some key considerations are, for exam-

ple, the relevance of the cases for the research questions, accessibility to the cases, how 

the cases represent a relevant context for later generalization and concluding, variability 

to enhance the richness of the study, and the scope limiting the number of cases in-

cluded. (Gerring 2006) 

The programs selected for this thesis were carefully chosen to strike a balance between 

similarities and differences, to enrich the dataset and enhance the robustness of the 

findings. The main idea behind the selection was to avoid limitations that too similar or 

too dissimilar programs could pose. On one hand, the chosen programs needed to share 

fundamental goals and expectations concerning leadership development, to ensure that 

the core objectives of all cases remained consistent, allowing for meaningful research, 

comparison, and analysis. On the other hand, there was a need for diversity among the 

programs, participants, and target organizations, to allow for wider generalizations and 

better conclusions. This approach enhances the richness of the data and expands the 

scope of the analysis, ensuring that the data is adaptable to a wider range of contexts 

and scenarios. Table 8 in the next page lists the selection criteria considered when 

choosing suitable cases for this thesis, whether the aspect was expected to show varia-

tion or similarities in the programs, the rationale behind these aspects, and whether the 

wanted variability or similarity level was achieved within the cases involved in this thesis. 
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Table 8. Selection criteria for choosing the case programs. 

Aspect 
Considered 

Wanted Variability/ 
Similarity 

Reasoning 
Was the Wanted Vari-

ability/Similarity 
Reached? 

Thematical 
Differences 

Centered around the 
theme of leadership 

To allow for compari-
son between the pro-

grams  
Yes 

Repeat and 
One-time  
Programs 

Mainly repeat pro-
grams, with some one-

time programs  

To compare programs 
that have been modi-

fied and then repeated 
to ones that have not 

Yes 

Participants 
Backgrounds 

Participants from all 
levels of leaders 

To gain more widely 
applicable information 

Yes 

Implementation 
Formats 

Implementations in 
online, hybrid and 

face-to-face modes 

To compare formats 
and their connection to 

impact creation 
Yes 

Implementation 
Timeline 

Implemented between 
the years 2019–2022 

To exclude environ-
mental factors affect-
ing the organizations 
from the comparisons 

Yes 

Variations in 
Faculty 

Different faculty and 
facilitators in the pro-

grams 

To minimize the affect 
faculty might have in 

the programs 

Mainly, there was vari-
ation depending on the 
more specific themes 

chosen 

Methods Used 
Different methods 

used in the implemen-
tations 

To compare the meth-
ods to each other in 

different settings 

Partially, there were 
some different meth-
ods, but also a lot of 

similar ones 

Program 
Length 

Programs with similar 
number of program 

days 

To compare the pro-
grams better in terms 

of impact, as the 
length can play a role 

Partially, the programs 
had some variation in 

length 

Customer     
Organizations 

Organizations varying 
in size and revenue 

To gain more widely 
applicable information 

Yes 

Organizational 
Fields 

Case organizations 
from different fields or 

industries 

To gain more widely 
applicable information 

Mainly, some organi-
zations came from 

similar fields with dif-
ferent specialties 
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The selected cases for this thesis represent a diverse collection of organizationally cus-

tomized leadership development programs designed and implemented together between 

the customer organization and Aalto EE. As can be seen from this table, in the end most 

of the selected criteria were met within the cases involved in this thesis. However, some 

criteria, like the length of the programs, could unfortunately not have been achieved 

within Aalto EE’s leadership development program portfolio, since all these kinds of pro-

grams turned out to always be of highly varying lengths. Otherwise, considering the cri-

teria where the wanted level of variability or similarity was not fully achieved, the reasons 

most often lay in the fact that not all the originally planned case programs were involved 

in this thesis. Initially 18 different customers were contacted about their leadership de-

velopment programs, and finally 12 of these were involved in this thesis as the case 

programs.  

The most important factor, when selecting the case programs for this thesis, was that 

they all centered around the theme of leadership, in all its different forms, including but 

not limited to strategic leadership, financial leadership, inclusive leadership, self-leader-

ship, and change leadership. However, all the programs also included different modules 

with varying themes and each of the themes for these modules were chosen based on 

the specific needs and wants of the customer organization. Thus, although the common 

objective among these programs was to enhance the leadership skills, it is crucial to 

acknowledge that all the programs were individually customized to best address the spe-

cific requirements, needs and challenges for the different organizations in different busi-

ness contexts, that will be further explored in the following pages. 

The second most important factor in the case program selection was the number of re-

peat programs. In practice repeat program refers to a program that have been imple-

mented in a similar format and scale more than once in one organization, for different 

participant groups from a similar level of leadership, as all the leaders may not effectively 

be accommodated within one single program cohort. This aspect was given extra em-

phasis in the program selection since repeated programs enable comparing the cohorts 

to each other within one organization. They also offer the possibility to look at the 

changes made between the cohorts based on feedback and whether the changes im-

proved the perceived impact on leadership development or not. With repeat programs, 

the customer organizations are also often highly involved in leadership development and 

might have deeper insights into the impact of it. Despite this, it does not necessarily 

mean that organizations buying one-time programs would invest less in their leadership 

development, and for comparison, a few one-time programs were also wanted to be in-

cluded in the thesis.  
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For the rest of the chosen selection criteria, like mentioned before, the goal was to find 

case programs and customer organizations with different qualities, to gain more gener-

alizable insights and results that can be more widely utilized in the future. To get a deeper 

look into the backgrounds of the 12 included case programs, in the following page, Table 

9 will provide basic information about each case, including program length, dates, num-

ber of participants, and format of the program. To maintain the privacy of the customer 

organizations behind each case, the cases have been assigned a code number from 1 

to 12 presented in the table below, in no particular order, and they will be referred to with 

this number throughout the thesis, as necessary. 

Table 9. Basic information about the 12 case programs. 

Program 
Code 

Repeat 
Program? 

Number of       
Participants 

Number of Days 
Implementation 

Format 

P1 Yes 25 4 
Classroom and    

Online 

P2 Yes 26 4 
Classroom and    

Online 

P3 No 29 10 Classroom 

P4 No 8 6 Classroom 

P5 No 23 4 Classroom 

P6 Yes 30 7 Classroom 

P7 Yes 26 4 
Classroom and     

Online 

P8 Yes 24 9 
Classroom and    

Online 

P9 Yes 30 5 Classroom 

P10 No 41 6 Classroom 

P11 Yes 40 9 
Classroom and    

Hybrid 

P12 Yes 20 5 
Classroom and    

Hybrid 
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As can be seen from this table, like wanted, most of the programs chosen for this thesis 

were repeat programs, highlighting the evolving and continuous nature of leadership de-

velopment. For each of the repeat programs, there was one cohort that was chosen as 

the main interest for this thesis, implemented between 2019 and 2022, while the other 

cohorts were used for comparison. The chosen program cohorts were always arranged 

by Aalto EE and the information about the number of participants and days in the table 

above focuses on that specific cohort. However, all the repeat program cohorts in the 

case programs included in this thesis, were similar in size to each other, with plus or 

minus five people in participants and plus or minus two days in length. 

As well as all the cohorts of main interest, all the one-time programs were also imple-

mented between the years 2019 and 2022. All the case programs lasted between four 

and ten days spanning over a period of six to twelve months. Most of the programs’ 

sessions were implemented as full days, or eight hours at a time, and around half of them 

included modules that lasted two full or one and a half days in a row, including evening 

activities in between the days. A minority of the programs also included half day, i.e., 

four-hour modules, that were most often implemented online. In between the modules, 

most of the programs included different kinds of assignments, readings or project work 

related to the latest or the following module. Some also included self-paced online 

courses relating to the themes covered in the modules. All the chosen case programs 

were timewise implemented just before and right during the Covid-19 pandemic, which 

highly influenced the implementation format, and in some cases might have caused de-

lays and changes in schedule. These delays are not considered meaningful for this the-

sis, since they did not much change the final outlook of the programs, but implementation 

methods are important factors affecting the creation of impact in these types of develop-

mental programs and thus the implementation method for each program is mentioned in 

the table above.  

As can be seen from the table, the number of participants in the programs varied from 

less than ten to over 40 people. The number is an estimate made based on the number 

of enrolled participants, since not all participants necessarily participated in all the mod-

ules or all activities and there could have been circumstances in which some participants 

had to unenroll the programs. In around half of the cases all the participants were from 

the same level of leadership with similar past leadership experiences in their organiza-

tions and in the other half they were from varying levels and backgrounds. Overall, in the 

programs altogether, the participants came from all the leadership levels, from the man-

agement team or senior leaders to middle management and to junior leaders just enter-

ing their first leadership position. In most cases the leaders also had a team to lead or 
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individual subordinates under their supervision, and only a minority were without direct 

subordinates. 

Besides the concretes of the case programs differentiating them from each other, like 

the implementation formats, used faculty and teaching methods, another thing differen-

tiating the cases from each other was the target organizations. The twelve chosen case 

programs were all implemented in different organizations, from varying fields and scales. 

All these organizations operate in Finland, and they are all either Finnish organizations 

operating only in Finland, Finnish organizations with international operations mainly in 

the Nordics and Europe, or Finnish subsidiaries of international organizations. However, 

the common denominator for these programs was, that they were all only targeted to-

wards the organization’s operations and employees in Finland. As for the fields of the 

organizations included a few of them were from the same or similar fields, but mainly 

they represented different fields all the way from the food industry, healthcare, telecom-

munications, media, and asset management to real estate development, construction, 

architecture, and infrastructure. Included in the organizations were family businesses, 

fully or partly state-owned organizations, manufacturing organizations as well as expert 

organizations, so overall a wide range of organizations with different types of operations 

and organizational structures.  

The chosen organizations also differed from each other in terms of their sizes and finan-

cial standing. Their sizes ranged from small to large-scale organizations and their reve-

nue figures ranged from millions to billions of euros, with a median of around 600 million, 

reflecting the varying economic scales at which these businesses operate. Additionally, 

the number of employees within each organization also spanned a wide spectrum, with 

workforces ranging from approximately 300 to over 3,000 employees in Finland. Table 

10 in the following page collects the basic information of the case organizations, like their 

approximate revenue and the approximate number of employees in Finland in 2022, as 

well as the location of their headquarters and where they operate. The table is presented 

to provide further specified information of the scale of the organizations behind the case 

programs as it can be found interesting, but it is purposefully vague, and uses approxi-

mates to keep the privacy of these organizations. 
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Table 10. Basic information of the case organizations. 

Program 
Code 

Approximate 
Revenue 

Number of       
Employees 

Headquarters Operations 

P1 ∼ 1 100 MEUR ∼ 6 000 In Finland 
In the Nordics, 

and Baltics 

P2 ∼ 100 MEUR ∼ 1 300 In Finland In Finland 

P3 ∼ 300 MEUR ∼ 1 800 In Finland In Finland 

P4 ∼ 150 MEUR ∼ 550 In Finland In Finland 

P5 ∼ 1 000 MEUR ∼ 1 700 
In Finland (Finn-
ish subsidiary) 

In Finland 

P6 ∼ 1 300 MEUR ∼ 2 000 In Finland In Europe 

P7 ∼ 900 MEUR Unspecified Not in Finland In the Nordics 

P8 ∼ 600 MEUR ∼ 3 000 In Finland In Europe 

P9 ∼ 100 MEUR ∼ 300 In Finland In the Nordics 

P10 Unspecified ∼ 550 In Finland In Finland 

P11 ∼ 1 600 MEUR Unspecified In Finland In Europe 

P12 ∼ 600 MEUR ∼ 1 700 
In Finland (Finn-
ish subsidiary) 

In Europe and the 
USA 

 
 

By examining executive education programs across these different industries and organ-

izations, we can identify patterns and best practices that lead to impactful leadership 

development. The variations in revenue, size, and industry context present unique chal-

lenges and opportunities, offering invaluable insights into tailoring leadership develop-

ment initiatives to suit specific business contexts. 
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3.3 Data Collection 

The main data collection method for this thesis was semi structured interviews, that were 

themed around the case programs and their impact in the customer organizations. Over-

all, a total of 18 people, mainly from different positions in the field of human resources, 

were contacted via email and invited to participate in these interviews. The goal in the 

beginning was to conduct 12 to 15 40-minute-long interviews to gain a wide enough 

perspective even if not all the interviews would prove useful. As could be predicted, not 

all the contacted people answered, and not everyone had time in their work schedules 

to participate. In the end 14 out of the 18 contacted people were reached, and out of 

them 12 had the willingness and time to participate in an interview. Even though in the 

end the amount of people interviewed was from the minimum end of the target amount, 

it is important to keep in mind that the validity of qualitative research or the success of 

the results is not defined by the amount of data collected, but rather the analyzes of the 

material and the resulting conclusions (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2018 chapter 7). 

To support the interviews, data for this thesis was also gathered from existing materials 

related to the leadership development programs of interest. This data included materials 

such as the structures, themes and topics of the programs and their modules, the pre-

determined goals of the programs, and the general feedback collected from the partici-

pants after the program implementations. As all the chosen cases for this thesis where 

from Aalto EE’s portfolio of implemented leadership development programs, accessibility 

to the already collected materials was not an issue, but for the interviews reaching and 

agreeing to a joint time for the interviews caused some inconveniences. However, in the 

end all the data was obtained in the expected timeframe and without any major issues. 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the main data collection method for this the-

sis, due to their flexibility and adaptability to different contexts and interviewees (Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi 2018 chapter 3). The idea of semi-structured interviews is that the re-

searcher has a set of predetermined questions and main themes to cover in the inter-

views, but the order of those questions can change based on the progress. In semi-

structured interviews any new topics that arise during the interview, even outside of the 

predetermined main themes, can also be included and the interviewees' use of specific 

words or ideas can steer the conversation. Because of this, semi structured interviews 

work well in researching different perceptions and subjects that are difficult to define. 

(Saunders et al. 2016 p.459) In other words, this method allows the researcher to adapt 
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to the flow of the conversation and to dig deeper into interesting themes that may not 

have been on the agenda from the beginning. 

In this thesis, the interviews maintained a similar structure each time, by following a list 

of themes determined beforehand, with some preplanned questions and sub-questions 

for each theme. In the actual interviews, the predetermined themes were mainly followed 

in the planned order, but the questions varied based on the case program as well as the 

progress of the interview. Most of the time some preplanned questions were skipped, 

and some additional clarifying questions asked, and all the interviews conducted for this 

thesis were unique. The main structure and outline of the interviews is presented in Ap-

pendix 1, but because of the nature of the semi-structured interviews explained here, all 

the specific questions asked in each individual interview will not be presented. 

In practice, all the interviews were conducted online through Microsoft Teams, to save 

time and allow the participants to participate wherever was most comfortable and con-

venient for them. Also, for convenience reasons, despite the language of this thesis being 

English, the interviews were conducted in Finnish. This methodological decision was 

made, since Finnish was the main language of all the interviewees and using the most 

natural language was deemed more efficient and the best way to avoid misunderstand-

ings as well as the best way of creating a comfortable space for the interviews, even 

though there was no doubt of the interviewee’s English skills. In qualitative research, 

language is identified as a critical factor affecting interviews, and it is known to possibly 

alter the data accuracy and authenticity as well as the overall results (Welch and Piekkari 

2006) and in this case, with limited time, resources, and number of interviews on account 

of the length of this thesis, using Finnish language was decided to be the better choice.  

For ensuring the optimal data collection, all the online interviews were recorded, and 

some key points and ideas were written done as they came up in the interviews. The 

recordings were then transcribed with Microsoft Word transcribe function to make the 

process of getting the interviews on paper in a readable format easier. Because the lan-

guage of the interviews was Finnish and the function is not perfect, all the transcripts 

were also read through and manually corrected if needed with the support of the audio 

recordings and the notes taken during the interviews, to ensure the accuracy of the writ-

ten data. 

To ensure confidentiality for the organizations and the participants as well as the com-

mitment of the interviewees, all answers are anonymized for this thesis and the audios 

or transcriptions are not presented. All the interviewees were informed of the recording 

as well as the purpose of this thesis beforehand, but the specific questions were not 
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given to them in advance. Some of the interviewees received an outline of the themes 

before the interview and everyone knew the leadership program which their specific in-

terview covered beforehand, but it was also mentioned that there was no preparation 

expected from their side. A 40-minute-long timeslot was reserved for all the interviews, 

but in the end their actual length varied from 25 to 45 minutes, most of them falling in 

between 25 to 35 minutes.  

Because no preparation for the interviews was required, and the fact that no consistent 

feedback after the program implementations had been collected, the interviews relied on 

the memories of the interviewees. It is possible that this had some implications in the 

interviews and on the consistency of the results. However, as for this topic remembering 

all the details is not the goal or even that important, most likely their memories serve this 

thesis sufficiently. 

3.3.2 Overview of the Interviewees 

The process of choosing the people to be interviewed for this thesis was mainly guided 

by the selection of case programs and organizations. However, as the choice of inter-

viewees can have a great influence on the research results and their reliability (Rowley 

2012), the interviewees were also carefully checked and chosen before making the final 

decisions on the chosen organizations.  

When selecting the interviewees, their experience and professional or educational back-

grounds did not play a big role, and the most important thing was that they had had a 

similar role especially in the program design and secondarily in the program implemen-

tation. This choice was made to ensure that the interviewees would have comprehensive 

experiences from similar steps of the process and thus be able to answer similar ques-

tions. All the interviewees currently worked in quite similar positions, and they all had 

quite extensive backgrounds in the field of human resources (HR) and learning and de-

velopment (L&D), ensuring that they knew what they were talking about, even though 

overall they came from very different career paths and educational bases. Currently, all 

the interviewees work as HR managers at different levels in their respective organiza-

tions, with different kinds of responsibilities in the L&D field and they all had participated 

in the purchasing and designing processes of the case programs.  

Most of the interviewees were involved in one or another way in the case programs be-

yond the purchasing and designing of them, in the program implementations. Around a 

third had participated in the case programs as participants themselves, either in the pro-

gram chosen for the interview or prior to this in a previous program cohort. Another third 
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had participated in the programs either as lecturers, quest speakers, or facilitators. Some 

of the interviewees were also present in the implementations to oversee the whole pro-

gram or some modules, or to participate in the evening activities and more informal dis-

cussions. Few also had prior experience in other leadership development activities from 

previous positions, including program planning, participation, and research. 

3.3.3 Additional Materials and Observations 

As previously mentioned, in addition to the interviews, data for this thesis was gathered 

from pre-existing complementary materials related to the selected case programs. These 

additional materials were primarily created during the planning and design phases of the 

programs. They included materials such as the proposal documents presented to the 

customers before the programs purchase, and the outlines of the programs’ modules 

created when finalizing the program design. They also included data collected about the 

program’s implementation to Aalto EE’s customer relationship management platform 

(CRM), like the number of participants and implementation days. Some participant feed-

back collected immediately after the program modules’ implementation was included in 

the materials as well. A comprehensive list of the complementary materials used in this 

thesis can be found in Appendix 2. Additionally, Table 11 below gives a short description 

of what each of the different types of materials were used for.  

Table 11. Additional materials used in the thesis. 

Materials Used Purpose of Use Used In 

Proposal  
Documents 

The proposal documents were used to get a bet-
ter look into the details of each program, their 

background, goals, and the program flow. 

Chapters 3.2, 4.1, 
4.1.1, and 4.1.2 

Module  
Descriptions 

The module descriptions were used to find addi-
tional information about the programs, including 

their themes, methods, and faculty. 

Chapters 3.2, 4.3.1, 
4.3.2, and 4.3.3 

Aalto EE  
CRM Data 

Aalto EE CRM Data was used to check the pro-
grams practicalities, like the number of partici-

pants and implementation days. 
Chapter 3.2 

Participant  
Feedback 

Participant feedback from the case programs 
was used in to complement the interviews and to 

gain a broader context of the programs. 

Chapters 4.3, 4.4, 
4.5, 5.1, and 5.2 

Organizations'  
Annual Reports 

The case organizations' annual reports were 
used to obtain an overview of the case organiza-

tions and their metrics. 
Chapter 3.2 

 

As can be seen from the table, these materials were used throughout the thesis in differ-

ent ways. The proposal documents and Aalto EE CRM materials were used mainly in 
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the research methodology to clear the case selection, while the proposal documents and 

module descriptions were also used to support the data from the interviews when sum-

marizing the program decisions phase. The participant feedback on the other hand was 

used to support the interviews both in the result and discussion sections. Since none of 

these materials are publicly available, they will not be further presented in this thesis. 

Some data for this thesis was also collected through observations, while working in build-

ing new leadership development programs during the research process. This data mainly 

consisted of learnings from previous programs, that were not chosen as case programs 

for this thesis, and learnings from the programs currently being designed and imple-

mented. Since the chosen case programs for this thesis were designed 6 to 2 years ago, 

this observational data was used to refresh and bring up to date the trends, reoccurring 

themes and other insights currently repeating in leadership development programs. It 

was also used to widen the perspectives to gain more generalizable data, as this thesis 

only includes 12 case programs. As mentioned, the observational data was collected in 

situations where future program proposals were being built for different organizations, 

and overall, the observations were collected throughout a six-month long period. The 

observations covered multiple situations in different steps of the process, focusing on 

impact building. Both sides, the side of the organization that the program was being built 

for, and the side of the organization building the program (Aalto EE) were observed and 

considered. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

There is no universal formula or one single model that would fit all situations when it 

comes to analyzing qualitative data, but rather the choices depend on the nature of the 

data, needs of the research and the methodological choices previously made. (Saunders 

et al. 2019 p.641–642) While analysis as a term seems to indicate some sophisticated 

approach, in all its concreteness it often involves quite ordinary activities, like carefully 

reading through the materials, organizing them in one way or another and reflecting on 

them. In this thesis the most time-consuming part of the analysis was exactly that – going 

through the material’s multiple times. 

The first step of data analysis for data collected both in the interviews and from the ex-

isting materials, was creating summaries of each. Within qualitative data analysis, it is 

widely recognized that when dealing with large volumes of unstructured data, a crucial 

step involves breaking down this data into discrete segments through a chosen way of 

coding or restructuring, as the purpose of the analysis is to extract the important and 

significant information from the wider mass of material collected (Saunders et al. 2019 
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p.642–643). For the interviews, this meant focusing on capturing responses to questions 

most related to the goals of this thesis as all the interviews also included some discus-

sion, while interesting, perhaps less relevant to the research questions. These summar-

ies were created to make the interviews comparable and to consolidate information re-

lated to specific topics, chosen as the most interesting for this thesis. As for the other 

materials, this included organizing data from the separate proposal documents and Aalto 

EE CRM to collective summaries in Excel. In these summaries all the data was divided 

by the cases and in this thesis, it is also utilized as such.  

After this, the interview answers were then categorized into five thematic groups based 

on the program’s lifecycle phase, bringing together responses related to each. The first 

thematical group consisted of answers related to origins and the initial needs for the 

programs, as well as to the changes made between the repeat programs’ different co-

horts. The second group represented the second stage of the programs’ life cycle, pro-

gram preparation, and it included answers considering the program’s presentation in the 

organizations and the participant selection. Following this, the third group was themed 

around the program implementation and included answers to questions related to the 

programs’ implementation format, methods, and faculty. The fourth thematical group 

consisted of both answers related to the impact perceived in the programs after the im-

plementations and to answers considering how well the programs had met their set 

goals. Finally, the fifth and last group included primarily answers to questions considering 

the general idea of impact and best possible outcomes of leadership development pro-

grams. At this point each case and thus each interview, were still categorized separately. 

As the next step, these answers from different case interviews were then brought to-

gether for each of the five themes, so that all answers to similar questions from different 

interviews were collected into one document. At this point the data was also translated 

to English to facilitate further analysis and reporting. During and following the translation, 

the whole interview transcripts were once again reviewed, with a specific focus on ques-

tions related to the identified themes. This thorough review ensured that no pertinent 

information was overlooked during the analysis or lost within the previous steps. Finally, 

a comparison of the answers to each theme was generated. This step was taken to ex-

tract the most relevant and significant information from the extensive dataset, providing 

the final insights for the research. It is important to note that throughout the data analysis 

process, regular checks and revisions of the transcripts and audios were also conducted 

to prevent any deficiencies or inaccuracies. 
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4. RESULTS 

4.1 Initial Program Decisions 

The twelve case programs selected for this thesis are an excellent example of how or-

ganizations can deal with similar situations and challenges in similar ways, despite sig-

nificant variations in their environments and circumstances. While each of these pro-

grams had unique recruitments, needs, and wants, they also displayed clear similarities 

that reflect well the broader trends present both in leadership development and overall 

organizational development. These similarities highlight the sustainable principles in the 

background of effective leadership and organizational development, overriding the dif-

ferentiating features of specific contexts. 

4.1.1 Initial Needs for the Case Programs 

Even though all the programs chosen for this thesis were leadership development pro-

grams, and thus not so surprisingly centered around maintaining, improving, and unifying 

organizational leadership practices, the similar needs for development still stemmed 

from different situations. For example, some of the case organizations had grown lately 

either organically or through mergers and acquisitions and sought support in developing 

leadership in a more complicated situation, in a bigger organization. Others, on the other 

hand, sought support in midst of a different kind of expected organizational change, and 

some were just generally looking for renewal in their leadership practices and culture.  

Generally, in most of the interviews the need to build a unified leadership culture that 

supports the broader development of the organization was highlighted as an initial rea-

son behind the program. Around half of the organizations had also lately launched, or 

were about to launch, a new strategy season and were seeking for help in its practical 

implementation, the promotion of new organizational goals through leaders’ example, 

and gaining the key personnel's commitment to achieving these goals. Another highly 

important need behind multiple of these programs was to break down silos, build wider 

and more versatile networks between leaders within the organizations, and create con-

ditions for a joint discussion, information sharing and co-operation. Even though it was 

not listed in all the original needs for the programs, this specific need was mentioned in 

10 out of the 12 interviews, and one way or another, building deeper connections be-

tween the leaders was important for all the case organizations. In Table 12 below is listed 
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the short crystallizations of the primary needs for all 12 of the programs chosen for this 

thesis. 

Table 12. Initial needs for the programs. 

Program 
Code 

Initial Needs 

P1 
Need for developing leadership skills and increasing networking and cooperation 

within the leaders of the organization. 

P2 
Need for new skills and approaches in leading change and growth and under-

standing organizational value creation. 

P3 
Need for tools for the practical implementation of the strategy, promotion of the 
organizational goals and commitment of key personnel through networking and 

joint discussion. 

P4 
Need for unified leadership skills, and improved teamwork and cooperation cul-

ture that breaks silos in the whole organization. 

P5 
Need for developing leadership skills in different areas, like in financial and profit 

leadership, and for developing strategic competencies. 

P6 
Need for network creation, leadership growth and strategy understanding and 

dissemination with effective communication. 

P7 
Need for strategy definition and increased commitment to the strategy, leader-

ship culture development, and connection and informal network building. 

P8 
Need for creating a unified leadership culture and broader organizational culture 

to lead growth and change, and support strategy implementation. 

P9 
Need for supporting strategic change in the organization and unifying the leader-

ship of individuals and teams. 

P10 
Need for strengthening leadership roles, skills and practices, self-leadership and 

peer coaching and permanent network creation. 

P11 
Need for a leadership program to support growth, the work of the leaders in the 

organization, and strengthen their leadership skills. 

P12 
Need for improved organizational cooperation, commitment to the organization 

and strategy implementation. 

 

As can be seen from the different needs behind the 12 case programs, although each 

organization came from its unique context and from its own situation, there are a lot of 

similarities in the reasoning behind the programs. This serves as a good testament to 

the universal nature of certain challenges in the realm of leadership and organizational 

development, showcasing that despite varying backgrounds and unique challenges, the 

pursuit of leadership development is a shared goal that unites a lot of organizations. 
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4.1.2 Goals for the Programs 

As was the case with the initial needs, a look deeper into the backgrounds of the leader-

ship development case programs also revealed a lot of similarities in the goals deter-

mined for the programs. There were certain types of goals and thematical areas, that 

guided the goalsetting process for most of the programs, and a lot of the similarities are 

already explained by the similar initial needs as they transform into the programs’ goals. 

Table x, on the following page, presents a general outlook on some of the main goals 

chosen for the case programs, roughly divided into five different categories. The goals 

are not word for word, but generalized and tied together to give a quick look into the idea 

of what the expected results for these programs look like. Many of these goals could 

belong to more than one of the thematic areas, but the categorization is intended to 

enhance clarity of the basic themes often considered when determining goals and ob-

jectives for these types of programs as the realm of leadership development, goals often 

emerge from these themes.  

Often the goals for leadership development programs, as can be seen from Table 13 on 

the following page, stay on a very general and high level. They rarely consider practical 

applications, concrete changes in the organizations, or go to deeper or numerical levels. 

This was one aspect discussed in some of the interviews when discussing program 

needs and goals, but the consensus was that these higher-level goals are most often 

enough for these programs. The interviewees saw that the more practical and personal 

goals will develop personally for each of the individual participants during discussions 

and learning in the programs, and thus for the organizational level the more general goals 

is enough of a guideline for these kinds of programs. 
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Table 13. Predetermined goals for the programs. 

Goal Category Specific Goal 
Times  

Mentioned 

General  
leadership 

Developing operationally skilled leaders with a common 
leadership goal and unified practices 

12 

 
Strengthening the organization's way of working in leading 

people and results 
12 

Self-           
leadership 

Developing participants personal leadership approach and 
strengthening their self-management and supervisor com-

munication 
10 

 
Providing knowledge, tools, frameworks, network, and 

support for personal and professional growth as a leader 
8 

Strategy 
development 

Enhancing strategic thinking, developing more strategic 
understanding of the organization and industry 

8 

 
Giving concrete tools to support strategy execution and 

successful implementation 
4 

Organizational 
culture 

Developing a top leadership culture and supporting the 
formation of an inclusive, agile, and self-directed organi-

zational culture 
7 

 
Creating an environment to connect, build networks and 

gain a feeling of belonging in the organization 
4 

Customer- 
centricity 

Creating a customer-centric and innovative mindset and 
gaining new knowledge, skills, and concrete tools to de-

liver superior customer experience 
5 

 

The goals in the table above represent well the very core of leadership development 

objectives, and the hopes for results customers most often have when turning to execu-

tive education providers. Most of Aalto EE’s programs have three or four main goals 

determined together with the customer in the program’s design phase. Even though the 

programs are always closely tailored and customized to the specific needs, hopes, and 

wants of the customer organization, the goals are often similar in programs with similar 

themes. This comes to show that organizations, in this case seeking leadership devel-

opment, even though in different business environments, situations and fields, are look-

ing to solve similar problems, develop similar skills in their employees and enhance sim-

ilar aspects in their leadership practices. This helps create a shared understanding that 

goes beyond the differences in the situations. 
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4.1.3 Changes in Repeat Programs 

As previously demonstrated, eight out of the twelve leadership development case pro-

grams chosen for this thesis were so called repeat programs. In these cases, unlike with 

the one-time programs, there is always some kind of review and iteration in between the 

different cohorts. This review can give important insights into what has worked well and 

what not, as the changes made in between the program cohorts represent not only the 

feedback from the participants, but also shed some light into the areas of the programs 

that did not reach the expected level of impact.  

Mainly all the changes and adjustments made between the repeat programs different 

cohorts have been quite small, especially when the programs repeat yearly or even more 

often. However, every now and then the whole program can also be thoroughly updated. 

Besides changes stemming from participant feedback or lack of impact in pervious co-

horts, in some cases, the organizations have wanted to add new themes to the programs 

based on their current situation, test something different with methods and techniques, 

or update the program according to their new strategy. To gain a better understanding 

of the type and scale of these changes and the reasoning behind them, some of the most 

often occurring ones are listed in Table 14 below. In most cases there where more than 

one reason for changing the program, which is why the number of programs these 

changes occurred in adds up to more than eight. 

Table 14. Changes that most often occurred between the cohorts of the repeat   
programs. 

What Was Changed Why Was the Change Made 
Change Occurred 

In 

Certain themes were added 
or removed 

Previous themes were found 
unimpactful 

1 program 

 
There were changes in the  

organization and/or its strategy 
5 programs 

 
There were changes in the operating 

environment 
3 programs 

Changes were made in 
methods and/or faculty 

The methods and/or faculty did not 
reach the wanted level of impact  

1 program 

 
The participants did not like the  

methods and/or faculty  
3 programs 

The program shortened 
and the workload lightened 

The program was found to be too 
heavy on the participants 

1 program 

Assignments or project- or 
teamwork was added 

The program didn’t reach the expected 
impact and goals as it was 

2 programs 
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As shown in the table, the reasons behind the changes were often in accordance with 

the current organizational situation and operating environment. Most of the changes 

were made because the organization had changed, for example culturally or through 

mergers and acquisitions, or their strategy had changed. More changes were also made 

in relation to the organizations’ operating environment and participant feedback, than in 

relation to impact. However, in many of the cases, it would have even been too soon to 

make any changes based on the reached impact, as the reviews and iterations were 

made immediately after the program cohorts.  

4.2 Program Preparation 

Well planned and executed program preparation is a key cornerstone to an impactful 

program. Generally, the program preparation done in the design phase of the program 

involves aspects such as program flow development, marketing of the program in the 

organization, and selecting the participants. Depending on what has been agreed, these 

tasks are divided between the customer and the executive education provider, but from 

the observations it has become clear that often the program presentation and participant 

selection fall on the customer organization to do. As the programs presentation in their 

respective organizations and the criteria used for participant selection can have an influ-

ence on the overall impact, these aspects were considered in the interviews. While all 

the case programs chosen for this thesis had slightly different ways and processes for 

presenting the programs and selecting the participants, they all shared the goal of trying 

to bring together a motivated group of leaders exited to learn and succeed together in 

leading their respective organizations forward.  

4.2.1 Program Presentation 

When it comes to the programs chosen for this thesis, their visibility within the respective 

organizations varied significantly. While some of the programs were widely visible and 

promoted extensively in the organizations before their implementation, others were 

known mainly to the program’s participants. The different approaches were often consid-

ered from need based perspectives – in some cases it was important to make the pro-

gram interesting and widely known, while in others it was not necessary for everyone to 

know about the program, since it was not meant for everyone in the organization. Figure 

3 below illustrates the ranking of the programs in terms of visibility, from no wider visibility 

in the organization on the left, to organization wide knowledge and visibility on the right. 

As this question was unanswered in one of the interviews, the figure shows the answers 

from 11 of the case organizations. 
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Figure 3. The programs presentation in their respective organizations. 

As can be seen from Figure 3 above, the most common situation with the programs 

presentation in their respective organizations was that the programs were primarily visi-

ble only to their current, and in some cases previous participants. This was the case for 

five of all the case programs included in this thesis. In some of these cases, there was 

some communication or notifications about the program within the organization’s intranet 

or among the leaders, but broader visibility was completely nonexistent. Most often, the 

programs were not considered secrets or actively hidden, but since they were for a very 

targeted audience only, wider visibility was not deemed necessary. It was also mentioned 

in a few interviews, that the programs might be visible through some changes in the 

leader’s behavior and leadership style to their direct subordinates or within their net-

works.  

The other extreme was that the programs were highly marketed, actively promoted and 

extremely visible in the organizations, within all employees. In two cases the programs 

were even presented outside the organization, but only after the implementation. The 

main reason for this approach was that the programs were considered the beacon of the 

organization’s leadership development activities. In the interviews, the organizations that 

presented the programs widely, often mentioned that they wanted to spread a message 

that the importance of staff development is widely recognized in their organizations and 

actions are taken according to the recognition. In some of these cases the programs 

were also considered included in the rewarding system, and thus presented widely.  
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As for the rest of the cases, the programs’ visibility was not excessively promoted, but 

they were still visible in the organizations through different activities. In a couple of situ-

ations, the visibility for the programs came from open enrollment through applications to 

participate, while in others the programs were visible on the organization’s own media 

channels. In a few cases there were also people involved with the programs through 

different kinds of workshops and projects, even if they were not participants in the pro-

grams. Generally, all the interviewees agreed that their way of presenting the programs 

in the organization was well thought through and fitted to their goals and intentions for 

the program. 

4.2.2 Participant Selection 

In the cases reviewed in this thesis, there were three main ways of selecting the partici-

pants for the programs. In around a fourth of the programs all people belonging to a 

certain group, like to the management team, to upper management or to the group of 

team leaders on a certain level, were obligated to join the program. In these situations, 

the programs were always specifically designed for all the people in that specific group 

and tailored to their needs. Another way for participant selection was appointing the par-

ticipants based on varied criteria. In most of these cases, the supervisors chose people 

for the programs based on their skills and potential to grow in the organization. However, 

in a few cases the selection was made throughout the organization, based on certain 

predetermined criteria that most often also included aspects such as the potential for 

growth.  

The third selection method, that was the least used one, was selecting participants 

through applications. In these cases, the programs were opened for applications and the 

participants were then selected based on predetermined criteria, or the motivation to 

participate they could show in their applications. One interviewee commented on the 

selection through applications:  

“After the first implementations we changed to applications. With them, in a 

way, you get this feeling that you have been chosen and it does have an 

effect. We see that our participants motivation and commitment are even 

better than before.” 

Besides the selection, another interesting aspect about the program’s participants was 

whether they knew each other before the program implementation or not. From obser-

vations and general knowledge of leadership development programs, it was gathered 

that often in these programs that not all the participants know each other in advance. 
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This was also the case for most of the case programs, as the participants came from 

different branches, cities, and functions in the organizations. Figure 4 below illustrates 

how well the participants knew their peers in different programs and whether they had 

worked together. Again, since not all questions were asked or answered in all the inter-

views, the figure below illustrates the 11 answers received for this specific question. 

 

Figure 4. How well the participants knew each other in advance. 

In the programs in which the participants did not know each other, this was usually men-

tioned to be on purpose. The participants were chosen from different functions, locations, 

and parts of the organizations knowingly, to build wider networks within the organization 

through the program. As for the situations for those cases more in the middle of the 

figure, most often some of the participants knew each other, while others did not, or the 

participants might have known each other by name but had not worked together. This 

was for example the case for a few larger organizations in which not everyone knows 

each other, and not all functions cooperate daily at all.  

Even in the cases where the participants mostly knew each other, not all of them worked 

together and for them the goal of better co-operation in the future was also mentioned in 

the interviews. In a couple of cases where the participants might have known some of 

the others quite well, the aim was that in teamwork exercises or projects, the ones who 

did not know each other were put together. On the right side of the figure, we can find 

two programs, in which the participants were groups that tightly worked together on the 

daily. In these situations, the participants were management teams, in which case the 

aim was to improve teamwork rather than to grow a network.  
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4.3 Program Implementation 

Besides the program preparation, the program implementation is similarly important 

when it comes to the creation of impact. The implementation includes a series of ele-

ments depending on the program itself. These elements are most often planned and 

decided upon in the program’s design phase. It involves, for example, choosing the im-

plementation format, the methods and approaches used, the materials and the faculty 

for the program, that are all crucial for successful implementation. While the decisions 

and planning are often done together in co-operation between the customer and the ex-

ecutive education provider, the actual implementation then falls on the provider. As the 

program preparation lays the foundation for the program, the implementation is where 

the experiences and impact are concretely created. 

4.3.1 Implementation Format 

As showcased already in the case program selection, half of the programs were imple-

mented only face-to-face in classrooms, while the other half were implemented both in 

classrooms and online, or in classrooms and hybrid. In this case the classroom and 

online implementation means that in some modules all the participants gathered in the 

same space and in others all joined the program simultaneously online. The classroom 

and hybrid format, on the other hand, means that sometimes all the participants were 

together in the classroom and in other times some were in the classroom while some of 

participants joined the same module live online. In most of the case programs the online 

modules were organized because of unforeseen circumstances related to the Covid-19 

pandemic, and all the programs were originally designed for the classroom format.  

Generally, in some of Aalto EE’s programs the online formats have been praised and 

even added to the regular program implementations after the pandemic. However, in the 

case interviews for this thesis, the consensus was that the online format did not reach 

the same level of impact as the classroom format. This was one of the things most agreed 

throughout the interviews, even though some of the interviewees mentioned that gener-

ally the online format was well produced and the quality of the teaching itself did not 

suffer. Nevertheless, in all the cases, the online format was seen lacking in the connec-

tions and networking side and as that was seen as one of the most important things for 

impact, this was the biggest reason for the format being unfavored. Table 15 in the fol-

lowing page shows the four most often occurred perspectives on the online format and 

the general comments regarding these perspectives, from the interviews about the six 

case programs where the online format was utilized. 
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Table 15. Perspectives and thoughts of the utilization of online formats. 

Perspective Generalized Thoughts 

General 
Feelings about 

The general feelings about the format were mixed, both in the inter-
views and in the participant feedback. Most often it was mentioned 

that the in-person format was overall found more impactful for learn-
ing, networking, and experience. 

the Online Format 
and Impact 

A few interviewees appreciated the flexibility, especially during the 
pandemic, while most still found the classroom format more appealing 
and impactful and were willing to move the programs if they were still 

organized in person. 

 

A few interviewees also expressed that they saw considerable re-
sistance to the online format among the participants. 

Lack in  
Networking 

One very consistent concern throughout the interviews was that the 
online formats often fell short in facilitating networking and community 

building. 

and Community 
Building 

Workshops were seen as more difficult to organize online, and conver-
sations didn’t arise the same way as in classrooms. 

 

The interviewees noted networking and community building were 
highly crucial to the impact of the programs and as they did not trans-
late well into online environments, it decreased the satisfaction for the 

format. 

Effects in Program 

Most interviewees found the format not only less effective than face-to-
face interaction, but also less engaging and felt that less participants 

participated when the implementation was online. 

Quality and  
Engagement There were also some comments about the quality of online sessions, 

with some interviewees and participants feeling that they did not get as 
much out of online sessions compared to face-to-face ones.  

 

Both engagement and focus seemed to be challenges in the online 
format, with for example participants multitasking during the sessions. 
In online modules, it was also found that commitment and motivation 

lacked a lot. 

Preferences to the 
Classroom Format 

Most interviewees and participants in the case programs preferred 
face-to-face interactions, and some expressed strongly that they would 

not do online implementations again. 

 

Besides the thoughts in the table above, it was also found that the learning outcomes 

were harder to assess if the programs had been implemented online. Based on the in-

terviews and the observations, it is quite clear that while online formats offered some 
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advantages for example in terms of flexibility, the concerns about their impacts in facili-

tating networking, community, and engagement out ruled the advantages.  

When it came to the other aspect of the format, the length of the program days and the 

modules, most interviewees supported the idea of full day modules for leadership devel-

opment programs. Someone commented on this in one of the interviews with:  

"The program is always taking away from other productive work, so the 

duration needs to be adjusted accordingly, but still, whole days and enough 

modules are the best option for networking and focus."  

Most interviewees had also found program modules with multiple days in a row, since 

this allowed for evening activities and wider discussions, to also have a big role in the 

community building and networking during these programs. The interviewees generally 

thought that to reach the wanted impact when it came to leadership development pro-

grams, the programs had to be long enough and allow time for reflection in between the 

modules. Somewhat contradictory however, a few interviewees were also wondering if 

similar impact could be reached with less time and less implementation days. They were 

concerned about time allocation, since the time spent in the programs is always away 

from the participants day-to-day work, that already fills their calendars and still must be 

done.  

4.3.2 Methods Utilized 

When it comes to the methods, assessments and other activities utilized in the programs, 

most of them were also preferred in the face-to-face form. From the interviews and pro-

gram proposals it became quite clear that even though the programs utilized different 

methods and ways of working, there were some patterns and reoccurrences. Overall, all 

the case programs employed a combination of practical activities, workshops, prepara-

tory tasks, peer interactions, and different kinds of assessments. Thes were intended to 

enhance the general leadership development, personal growth, networking, and com-

munity building among participants.  

The specific methods and assessments varied from program to program. Some of the 

most often used ones were different kinds of project work or case-based activities, typi-

cally related to actual organizational situations. In these the participants engaged in prac-

tical exercises, for example, related to different leadership scenarios or innovation re-

lated activities. As one interviewee mentioned:  

“Leadership is not a project, and the project work itself cannot be the main 

product of the program”,  
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and true to this statement, most often it was not. Instead, the project work was mainly 

used to increase networking, and to practice utilizing the different tools gained in the 

programs. Additionally, in two of the case programs, the projects were actual develop-

mental or innovative projects from the organization’s own context, and they followed 

along in the programs, but were not related to the theme of leadership. 

Besides projects and casework, other quite often used methods were different kinds of 

assessments. Table 16 below shows what were the most often used assessments and 

in how many of the case programs they were utilized. Because all the interviews did not 

thoroughly consider the assessments, and the proposals documents did not necessarily 

include them even if they were utilized, it is possible that there were more assessments 

used than listed in the table below. 

Table 16. The most used assessments in the case programs. 

Assessment Short Description Used In 

The Hogan  
Assessment 

A series of psychometric assessments designed to evalu-
ate an individual's personality, behavior, and leadership 

qualities in various organizational contexts. 
3 programs 

Team Role  
Assessment 

A tool used to identify and understand the roles that indi-
viduals tend to naturally adopt when working in a team or 

group setting. 
2 programs 

The DISC  
Analysis 

A behavioral assessment tool used to better understand 
and categorize individual's personality traits and behavior 

in a workplace. 
2 programs 

 
 

From this table, we can see that some assessment was used in more than half of the 

programs. Generally, these assessments are designed to help individuals and teams to 

better understand how they can work individually and together effectively. According to 

the interviews, in the case programs, the assessments were found to be a relatively easy 

way to spark conversation and help with self-understanding and personal development.   

Additionally, most of the programs continuously included workshops, peer discussions 

and other facilitated activities about different topics throughout the different modules. 

Some programs also encouraged participants to explore specific themes or questions, 

often by studying how other organizations from the same or different fields had ad-

dressed similar situations their own organizations were facing. In all the interviews, often 
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in connection to the community building and networking, things like peer discussions and 

interactions were put on a well-deserved pedestal. Moments where participants engaged 

in conversations with colleagues, exchanged ideas, and discussed various work situa-

tions and leadership topics were seen as of high importance to the overall impact.  

Several of the programs also included preparatory tasks before and in between the mod-

ules, which could involve components like reading materials, podcasts, videos, or other 

assignments to prepare participants for upcoming sessions. Asynchronous online con-

tent, like short online programs, were also included in multiple of the programs, either as 

their own topic or in preparation for the upcoming modules. Timewise, it was generally 

seen that the programs themselves are already a huge time investment from the partic-

ipants and the organizations side. In four of the interviews, it was mentioned that the 

participants struggled with time management during the programs, and in a few, some 

even skipped parts of the program or some assignments, as it felt like too much work for 

them. However, as mentioned earlier, the time investment was in most cases seen as 

important and even almost mandatory, to keep up the leadership level the organizations 

had committed to.  

4.3.3 Faculty and Facilitators 

As not all the interviewed people necessarily participated in the programs for the whole 

implementation, questions about the faculty were often either left completely skipped or 

kept on a high level. Regardless, in around half of the interviews some names from the 

faculty popped up organically during the conversation. Mainly these were faculty that 

were remembered because of their good performance and charisma. However, twice 

they were also mentioned for a worse than average performance compared to other fac-

ulty in the program, and monotone and uninteresting presentation. The interviewees also 

mentioned that often some faculty members appealed to some participants, while others 

did not care for them that much and thus recognized, that these questions often boil 

down to personal preferences. Still generally, most of the customers thought that mainly 

all the faculty were able to bring the teachings to their organizational context and avoid 

lecturing, focusing instead on creating and facilitating conversation. As the more specific 

topics and themes of the lectures seemed to have been in many cases quite forgotten, 

the conversations were seen as the more impactful way, as the conversations often 

stayed in the minds of the participants.  

Another thing that came up, when discussing the faculty, was Aalto University reputation 

and the faculty’s merits. Most of the interviewees saw that the faculty needed to be im-

pressive enough for them to be chosen for the programs. Generally, the reputation of 



57 
 

Aalto University and its faculty was seen as a selling point for the programs. Besides the 

reputation, the relevance of the faculty and other speakers was also seen as important. 

Not everyone had to be scientifically merited, but also speakers from leading industry 

operations were appreciated. Generally, faculty and facilitators that were able to conniv-

ingly teach and discuss topical and other wanted themes were appreciated and seen as 

a great choice for the programs. 

4.4 Perceived Impact After Program Implementation 

In the organizational level, all the interviewees answered in the interviews that the pro-

grams had reached their goals, and the organizations had experienced a positive change 

after the program implementations. According to the interviewees, this positive change 

included aspects such as improved networking, career advancements, enhanced self-

awareness, unified leadership practices and the adoption of new strategies, knowledge, 

and skills. However, it was also clearly noted in most of the interviews, that drawing 

connections between the programs and the change in the organizations is not straight-

forward, and that the change is always the sum of several factors. 

On an individual level, after the programs, the participants reported a range of positive 

changes and impacts in their feedback. The individuals, for example, found it easier to 

connect with colleagues and build valuable relationships within the company, and gained 

a deeper understanding of themselves and their colleagues. They also reported of im-

proved communication and collaboration within their teams and told that they had got 

equipped with practical skills and essential knowledge for their roles, as well as with tools 

that contributed to their personal and professional growth. Career advancements were 

another a notable outcome of the programs, with many participants transitioning either 

to higher positions, or vertically to different roles, and otherwise advancing in their ca-

reers after the program implementations. 

Besides these positive effects affecting the individual participants, in the interviews it 

became clear that the same positive changes were seen as highly beneficial to the or-

ganizations as well. While the connections and networks gained in the programs were 

seen to enable wider co-operation in the organizations, in multiple cases the changed 

leadership culture also enabled a broader change in the whole organizational culture. 

One interviewee even mentioned that the wider connections and networks the leaders 

gained could possibly even lead to actual savings in money and time, as the participants 

knew to contact each other in different situations instead of going through multiple other 

people or contacting someone from outside the organization. 



58 
 

Additionally, these changes were not only visible to the participants and the interviewees, 

but 5 out of the 12 interviewees also saw that the change was visible throughout the 

organization. It was seen that the leadership development and gained self-knowledge 

fostered the participants leadership quality development and positively influenced their 

daily work, thus positively influences much wider audience. It was also seen in 8 out of 

the 12 cases that the programs effectively fostered the commitment of the participants 

to the organization. This was believed to be through communicating the value of the 

participants and their development, and opening opportunities for them to grow into new 

roles. It was in a few interviews, however, also mentioned, that some participants left the 

organization after program and might have leveraged the programs benefits elsewhere. 

Overall, this was a minor occurrence. On the following page, in Table 17, you can find 

the different aspect the interviewees most often mentioned as impactful to the organiza-

tion, as well as in how many interviews these came up in one way or another, and what 

different comments were given related to them. 
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Table 17. The observed impact in the case organizations. 

Observed  
Impact 

Mentioned 
In 

Comments 

Wider Networks 
and New  

Connections 

11 inter-
views 

“The networks built in the program have made it easier for 
the participants to approach each other.” 

 
“The program managed to break down silos between dif-

ferent units and functions.” 

Feeling of  
Belonging and 

Community 
8 interviews 

“The program brought the participants closer together and 
created a “we are in this together” feeling.” 

Improved  
Leadership 
Skills and  

Unified  
Practices 

7 interviews 

“Based on the feedback from the participants and their 
subordinate’s, leadership skills improved after the pro-

gram.” 
 

“The program unified the leadership practices and com-
mitted to a wider cultural change in the organization.” 

Increased  
Self-Awareness 

and Personal 
Change 

6 interviews 
“The program received positive feedback from the assess-
ments, and it was seen to have helped in understanding 

oneself and others.” 

Participants 
Commitment to 
the Organization 

9 interviews 

“The program communicated to participants that they are 
valued and fostered their commitment.” 

 
“The participants were already committed, but the pro-

gram helped to identify talents.” 

Participants 
Advancement in 

Their Career 
5 interviews 

“The program has opened doors for the participants, alt-
hough many were already considered potential leaders.” 

 
“Career advancement is more horizontal due to the organ-

ization's flat hierarchy.” 

Learnings  
Implemented in 
the Day-to-Day 

Work 

6 interviews 

“The program created wider understanding of different 
sides and tasks in the organization.” 

 
“The program helped implement strategic work in to the 

day-to-day.” 

Other Concrete 
Tools Gained 
and Applied 

4 interviews 

“The tools learned in the program were implemented in 
the organization.” 

 
“The financial module was the most popular and was con-

sidered the most useful among the participants.” 

Continuation of 
the Work After 
the Program 

7 interviews 

“The participants have continued the work on their pro-
ject.” 

 
“The teams from the program still regularly meet and work 

on different topics.” 
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From this table it is clearly visible that networks and community building, as well as uni-

fied leadership skills and continuous commitment to the respective organizations, re-

ceived the most mentions related to the impact of the programs. However, most of these 

impacts listed and mentioned were long-term impacts, that were not perhaps visible in 

the organizations right away. For examples of concrete and more short-term impact, two 

interviewees mentioned, for example, that some projects from the programs had lived 

one in the organization and turned into new products and services. Another shorter-term 

impact was that one interviewee had observed their supervisor reviews go up right after 

the program. 

Despite the multiple benefits and impacts observed after the programs, some challenges 

were noted as well. Most mentions gained the program's cost and as already mentioned, 

the time commitment and prioritizations required from the participants. The additional 

workload was seen as possibly influencing the welfare of the participants, since some 

work might have been moved to their free time, which potentially reduced their time to 

recover from work. In a few cases, this challenge was tackled by making the program a 

clear priority and trying to ease the other workload if possible. Some interviewees also 

wondered how the other people in the organizations not included programs perceived 

them, and whether they might have felt left out. 

Typically, these challenges were viewed as manageable considering the programs’ ad-

vantages, but they still raised discussions. The interviews also included a specific ques-

tion related to possible negative or unforeseen aspects impacting the programs. The 

most common answer was that no such negative or unforeseen impacts had been ob-

served. In a few cases moving the format to online, and the following lack in networking 

and connections was mentioned. One interviewee also mentioned that the program had 

surprisingly influenced the organizations employer image positively, and another told that 

the management team involved in the program even though not participating fully had 

gained unexpected amount of learnings and insights themselves.  

“The top management also benefited from participating, they went there as 

sponsors but learned a lot. --- They also gained that common language, 

reference framework and new insights.” 

4.5 Achievement of the Program Goals 

Since 8 out of the 12 cases were repeat programs, some repeated up to tens of times, it 

is quite safe to believe that most often the programs reached their targets and served 

their purpose. As one interviewee crystallized:  
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“We would not have continued the co-operation (with Aalto EE), would the 

program not have reached its targets.”  

This comment was also repeated in different ways, in multiple other interviews. Other 

comments from the interviews, discussing how the case programs answered the organ-

izations’ needs and reached their goals are listed below in Table 18. These comments 

are categorized based on the factors found in the literature review to be most interesting 

to customers, when choosing the executive education providers, with one additional fac-

tor: personal growth. 

Table 18. How well the programs served their purpose and met their goals. 

Factors Comments from the Customers 

Service  
Provider 

“Aalto EE’s and Aalto University’s reputation helped making the buy-in 
decision.” 

 
“Aalto EE’s role in the program was acknowledged as effective and con-

tributing to the success.” 

Level of  
Customization 

“We were content with the program’s customizations and co-operation in 
that area.” 

 
“The program was not too general; it aligned with our objectives and met 

our needs.” 
 

“We were satisfied with how the faculty was able to tailor all the content 
for us.” 

Practical  
Application 

“The participant feedback focused more on the experience than the 
learnings, and they most often liked the practicalities and varied meth-

ods.” 
 

“The feeling of community grew within the program’s participants, and 
networking was a positive surprise.” 

Cutting-Edge 
Content 

“We expected Aalto EE to provide suggestions regarding things like 
emerging trends, best methods, and latest knowledge in leadership, and 

felt like this was received.” 
 

“Content-wise, some days were better than others, but overall, it was a 
positive experience.” 

Personal 
Growth 

“The participants’ personal growth is an organizational goal, and it is 
great to see them gain courage and self-awareness.” 

 
“The participants learned about themselves and their strengths and 

found the confidence to act in different situations.” 

 

Besides the comments from the interviewees, all the 12 case programs also received 

good feedback from the participants. While across the 12 programs the interviews high-

lighted the long-term impacts and organizational change, the participants feedback 
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mainly focused on the experience and the concretes of the actual implementation. How-

ever, some participants also mentioned that they felt like their leadership skills and 

knowledge among other knowhows had enhanced in the program. Most often they men-

tioned concrete learnings around themes they do not work with on daily, like finance for 

some and data analyzing for others. In one interview, it was also found that the organi-

zation would have desired even more concrete tools for practical application. It was noted 

as well, that measuring the real-life impact of the programs posed some challenges and 

would have required more thorough following in most cases. Nevertheless, the programs 

continuously succeeded in fostering a sense of community and facilitating networking 

opportunities, and as one interviewee even mentioned:  

“The actual network creation and community building, and participants 

reaching their personal goals, can be seen as important as reaching the high-

level organizational goals.” 

4.6 Ideal Impact Outcomes 

Besides the impact the interviewees had perceived in their organizations, all the inter-

views ended with a quick question about the interviewee’s perception of the best-case 

scenarios of impactful leadership development program outcomes. This sparked a lot of 

interesting and useful answers, with some variation in them, as the ideas of ideal impact 

meant different things to different interviewees. As one interviewee put it:  

"You cannot know beforehand, which aspects will contribute to the impact, or 

what projects or stories will live on in the organization.”  

However, overall, most of the interviewees had very similar ideas of the ideal impact and 

aspects related to general leadership development, participants personal development 

and community and networking themes were ranked high. Below are listed most of the 

answers they gave for this question grouped together by different themes. Only answers 

highly like each other are discarded from the table, but the number after each theme tells 

how many times each theme came in similar answers. 
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Table 19. The interviewees ideas of best-case scenarios for leadership develop-
ment programs. 

Theme and 
Mentions 

Answers 

Leadership 
Enhance-

ment 
 

7 mentions 

“Finding common leadership cornerstones and models, and creating a com-
mon leadership vision and strategy, that all the leaders can commit to.” 

 
“Developing and maintaining the organization's leadership quality during 

growth, change and development.” 
 

“Attracting leadership talent to stay within the organization and new talent to 
the organization through known good leadership practices and organizational 

culture.”  
 

“Developing employees into future leaders that lead together towards the 
same direction and utilizing their strengths.” 

 
“Gaining the most needed skills and qualities of a good leader, like the ability 

to ask good questions, listen and adapt.” 

Personal 
Develop-

ment 
 

6 mentions 

“Engaging in self-reflection, coaching, and sparring to learn to reflect on one's 
own actions even after the program.” 

 
“Achieving a level of continuous personal development.” 

 
“Not only becoming better leaders but also better people through expanding 

one's thinking and broadening horizons.” 
 

“Obtaining personal growth stories, self-confidence, open-mindedness, cour-
age and raising the level of ambition through the program.” 

 
“Achieving organizational growth through the growth of individuals.” 

Community 
and Unity 
Building 

 
7 mentions 

“Breaking down silos and forming common leadership practices.” 
 

“Fostering team spirit and building a sense of community, creating networks, 
and sharing information between the participants.” 

 
“Creating a sense of group cohesion, building strong community, and net-

works that can be continuously utilized in one's own work.” 
 

“Encouraging open discussion and getting everyone to commit to the same 
goals and action plan.” 

 
“Utilizing informal, invisible networks and sharing thoughts with individuals in 

different roles and from different backgrounds.” 
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Theme and 
Mentions 

Answers 

Strategy 
and Change 
Implementa-

tion 
 

4 mentions 

“Integration of the company's strategy and values to leader’s everyday work 
and bringing them to life through the leaders.” 

 
“Creating a shared vision of what we as an organization want in the future 

and how to uniformly lead the chosen strategy.” 
 

“Giving a concrete opportunity to advance the strategic process and introduce 
a more proactive approach to change.” 

Gained 
Knowledge 
and Tools 

 
3 mentions 

“Learning new views and tools as well as self-reflection, sparring and coach-
ing so that the development continues even after the program.” 

 
“Sharing knowledge and providing reinforcement for the areas the organiza-

tion desires to improve.” 
 

“Gaining new perspectives and tools that can be applied in everyday work 
and will be put into use.” 

 

As can be seen from the table, many of the ideal impact outcomes could go under mul-

tiple of these themes, but the rough categorization was made to achieve an idea of the 

most often given answers and themes that most often came up. Throughout the inter-

views, most had more than one answer to give related to the best-case scenarios and 

everyone acknowledged that the best cases depend a lot on the situation. Sometimes 

there were also mentions of measuring the impact with financial metrics, but often this 

was found to be difficult. However, one interviewee crystallized the idea of financial gain 

from the programs well:  

“However costly, the program will never cost more per person than what it 

costs if that person leaves the organization. --- Training a new person for an 

established leadership role is always going to cost more:” 
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5. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Key Factors Shaping Impact 

Throughout this research, it has become evident that impact in leadership development 

programs is not determined by a single factor but rather by a complicated combination 

of several (Collins and Holton II 2004). To answer the question:  

“How do customers perceive the impact of customized leadership 

development programs purchased from an executive education provider?”,  

it is important to recognize this complicated nature of impact creation, and the collabo-

rative effort needed between the customer and the executive education provider in order 

to reach it (Büchel and Antunes 2007). This understanding of the complex nature of im-

pact creation highlights the importance of considering the factors customers weigh when 

choosing an executive education provider, and how these factors interplay with the cus-

tomers perceived impact of leadership development programs. The following table on 

the next page will once more present the factors customers consider when choosing an 

executive education provider and considering impact creation in leadership develop-

ment. The table will also include conclusions of the considerations on impact customers 

link to these factors, from both the existing literature and the empirical data collected for 

this thesis. 
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Table 20. The factors the customers consider when looking for impactful develop-
ment programs. 

Factors Considerations on Impact 

Service 
Provider 

From literature: Effective marketing efforts are considered positively (Nicholls et 
al. 1995). 

 
From both: Measurable and demonstratable outcomes from previous programs 

can be seen as proof of impactful programs (Büchel and Antunes 2007). 
 

Success in the industry’s widely recognized rankings (Bradshaw 2007) and Aalto 
EE’s and Aalto University’s reputation can be seen as proof of impact. 

 
From interviews observations: Previous successful collaboration and acknowl-

edged impact plays a big role, as well as references from other customers. 

Level of 
Customi-

zation 

From literature: Possibility to tailor the program for the participants individual 
learning needs and the creation of individual learnings paths is favored (Gentry 

et al. 2014).  
 

From both: Alignment with organization specific needs and desires was consid-
ered important and the provider was expected to give up-to-date suggestions 

(Crotty and Soule 1997). 
 

From interviews and observations: Including the customer in discussions of 
the customization with the faculty increases the expectations of impact. 

Practical 
Appli-
cation 

From literature: Inclusion of the latest technology, and newest methods related 
to it are appreciated (Ardichvili 2016). 

 
From both: Varied learning methods, both theoretical and practical are needed 

for the program to be impactful (Narayandas et al. 2020). 
 

The chance to connect and collaborate between the programs participants is 
one of the most crucial factors in impact creation (Büchel and Antunes 2007). 

 
From interviews and observations: Participants appreciate the experience, 

and the impact is better if the program is found inspiring. 

Cutting-
Edge 

Content 

 
From both: Themes and teachings based on the newest and most relevant re-

search, facilitated by faculty with good merits were appreciated (Hawawini 2005). 
 

From interviews and observations: Aalto EE’s suggestions regarding things 
like emerging trends, best methods, and latest knowledge in leadership were ex-

pected and trusted to be impactful. 

Personal 
Growth 

From interviews and observations: Participants personal growth and gained 
courage were highlighted as impactful, as well as participants learnings about 

themselves and their own strengths. 
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As highlighted throughout the interviews and the previous literature, the first step towards 

reaching any impact at all is tailoring the program to the specific situation of the customer 

organization (Gentry et al. 2014). As also emphasized, the objective of unified and suc-

cessful leadership practices requires a holistic approach to development and continuous 

efforts from both parties (Conger 2004). It is evidently clear that both parties should con-

sider the impact these programs have on individuals, as it is directly through them and 

their personal development that the organizational impact is created. The development 

of individual leaders, their skills, and their ability to drive positive change within the or-

ganization should be at the core of these customized leadership development programs. 

The impact of customized leadership development programs is a multidimensional con-

cept, requiring a comprehensive understanding of these various factors at play. The cus-

tomer organization and the executive education provider must work closely together, not 

only in the program's design but throughout its entire implementation and evaluation. 

Success in these programs is not just about delivering content but about fostering the 

skills and capabilities of individual leaders. 

5.1.1 The Role of Program Preparation in Impact Creation 

The first step of the program design, in this thesis called program preparation, includes 

multiple factors with influence on the impact of the whole program. One of these critical 

factors is the motivation of the participants. It can be derived from both the existing liter-

ature and empirical data, that the level of motivation the individuals bring to the program 

significantly influences not only their own engagement and commitment, but also the 

general atmosphere and feelings of importance and community, and ultimately, the im-

pact of the program. When it comes to motivation, the creation and nourishing of it is 

always a shared effort between the customer organization and the executive education 

provider.  

Based on the interview results, the creation of participant motivation can be seen stem-

ming from the participant selection process. Ensuring that the right individuals are cho-

sen for the program sets the foundation for a motivated and engaged group. This selec-

tion process involves not only identifying potential high-potential candidates but also con-

sidering their willingness to invest time and effort in their own and the organization’s 

growth. As explained earlier, in the cases reviewed in this thesis, there were three main 

ways of selecting the participants for the programs, with different implications on partici-

pants motivation. These methods and their implications on motivation can be found listed 

in Table 21 below. As some organizations also used mixed methods in the selection, the 

amount of usage on each method does not completely add up. 
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Table 21. Methods of the participants selection and their implication on motivation 
based on the interviews and participant feedback. 

Applied In Method of Selection Implication on Motivation 

Around 1/4 
of the Case 
Programs 

All leaders from a cer-
tain level of the organi-
zation were obligated 
to join the program. 

With this option, it’s difficult to find any indication 
between the participant selection and the motiva-

tion as participation was mandatory. However, 
comparing the case programs with each other, 

participants in these programs had the most var-
ied levels of motivation. While some understood 
the need for the program better, some expressed 

feelings of not understanding the relevance as 
much, which might have shown in ways like 

missed program days, undone assignments, or 
passive participation. 

Around 1/2 
of the Case 
Programs 

The participants were 
appointed based on 
varied criteria, like 

their potential or need 
for reskilling. 

In these cases, especially in the organizations 
where the program was internally known and ap-
preciated, the participants appreciated the nomi-

nation and were motivated through wanting to 
prove themselves. One concern for this method 

that arose in the interviews was, that as an nega-
tive side-effect this method might leave some 

leaders feeling left out, as not everyone will be se-
lected. 

Around 1/8 
of the Case 
Programs 

The participants were 
selected for the pro-

gram through applica-
tions, based on their 
motivation and differ-

ent qualities. 

In this method of selection, the motivation was 
mainly connected to the fact that the participant 

really wanted to join the program, since they were 
willing to apply and explain why they would de-

serve to participate. For this method to work 
smoothly, the criterion of selection must be clear 

from the beginning. Applications can also be seen 
as a great way to recognize talent in the organiza-
tion, bringing impact through the gained ability of 

putting the right people in right positions later. 

 

Additionally, to the motivation created through the selection method, the alignment of 

participants' aspirations, career goals, and developmental needs with the program ob-

jectives and goals creates an intrinsic motivation that pushes them to actively engage in 

the learning journey. As came up in the interviews, this is something that should be con-

sidered during the customization and in the implementation of the program. One way of 

aligning the organizational goals with the participants individual goals, for example, 

would be use some time in the programs for workshopping these with guidance from the 

organization’s representatives. 

Another critical step in fostering participant motivation is introducing the program within 

the organization. This was noted in the empirical research to have influenced how the 

participants perceived and received the program overall. By effectively communicating 
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the program's value proposition, objectives, and anticipated outcomes, organizations can 

stimulate curiosity and excitement among potential participants. This transparent ap-

proach helps the individuals to recognize the direct relevance of the program to their 

roles and is important, because it can be hard to be motivated if you don’t feel the need 

for improvement or change. However, even though in the interviews the program presen-

tation was only addressed through the presentation in the whole organization, this 

doesn’t have to be the case. The program can also be presented and marketed only to 

the participants, or a targeted group within the organization, before the implementation, 

to make sure everyone is on the same page and clearly knows the organizational goals 

and objectives. This can also encourage the participants to ponder upon their own goals 

for the program, and perhaps increase their own level of motivation. 

Overall, it can be said that the ways of program presentation matter less than the content. 

The program needs to have a good image, it needs to come out as an exciting oppor-

tunity to learn and grow, not as a burden or punishment with additional work. This also 

slightly relates to the image and reputation of the executive education provider, that was 

discussed in the literature review, as well as in a few of the interviews (Bradshaw 2007). 

The knowledge the participants have of the provider and their level of knowledge can 

make a difference in whether they feel they will be getting new insights and important 

information or knowledge they could revive from elsewhere. 

5.1.2 The Role of Program Implementation in Impact Creation 

Another critical phase to consider when driving impact creation is the design of the pro-

gram implementation. Generally, the customers perceive different aspects as impactful, 

but as this research has revealed, a lot of conclusions can also be drawn. Overall, the 

programs need to be adjusted to the diverse learning styles and preferences of partici-

pants. As people have different ways of acquiring and retaining knowledge, a well-

rounded program should incorporate various instructional methods (Gentry et al. 2014). 

This might include interactive workshops, case studies, peer mentoring, project work, 

online resources, experiential learning opportunities and opportunities for community 

building and networking.  

Similarly important for impact creation from the customer’s perspective is the program 

format. The existing literature on this topic highlighted that online programs offer flexibility 

and reachability, while the classroom-based programs foster direct interaction and 

hands-on experience (Ryals et al. 2018). However, the interviews found that as existing 

the new technologies can be, the online format cannot reach the same level of impact 

as face-to-face learning. The lack of physical presence in online programs decreases the 
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interactive aspects that otherwise increase the creation of networks and the sense of 

togetherness and belonging. Just seeing the other participants is not the same as being 

in the same space with them, and the online format does not allow for any casual or more 

informal interactions. 

It is still worth noting that the online formats also have their advantages, and place, and 

should not be completely disregarded but rather used with consideration. Some learning 

and before or in-between activities might work even better online, when the focus is on 

the material, and especially in situations where the participants come from different lo-

cations. If some introductions and connections have already been formed, meeting 

online in smaller groups will also increase and deepen the networks, collaboration and 

feeling of belonging. Overall, as the participants create connections, collaborate on ac-

tivities like projects, and engage with each other and the faculty or experts, their motiva-

tion to the program and commitment to the organization can generally strengthen, creat-

ing a more lasting impact for the organization. 

Beyond the format, the methods utilized for assessments and exercises play a meaning-

ful role in program implementation and impact creation. These methods encompass a 

varied scope of possibilities, from written assessments and practical exercises to group 

projects and real-world cases and simulations. The choice of methods is often guided by 

the program's learning objectives and adjusted to each program and its goals to reach 

its full impact. While the interviewees might not have put that much effort into the impact 

of different methods, the participants did, and so did the existing research. It was found 

that the participants value varied learning methods, that relate strongly to the program’s 

objectives and are engaging and inspiring. (Gentry et al. 2014) 

Also central to the impact of any leadership development program is the choice of differ-

ent speakers and faculty. Speakers and faculty bring to the program their expertise, in-

sight, and their passion for creating the best possible learning experience. Their ability 

to convey complex concepts in an understandable way, to stimulate critical thinking, and 

to facilitate and lead conversation is one key to the program's impact. As learned from 

the participant feedback, if the speakers are known to be good and inspirational, or gen-

erally relevant in the industry, they might spark motivation and interest (Hawawini 2005). 

However, as discussed in the results, preferences on this topic are highly personal and 

sometimes the faculty won’t make a difference in the motivation level. Overall, it was 

agreed in the interviews and literature, that the inclusion of inspirational speakers is still 

a powerful strategy that can boost participant motivation. 
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Another important factor in the program’s implementation influencing impact is the work-

load of the program on the participants. Agreed in the literature and the empirical re-

search for this thesis, the workload also significantly affects the participants’ motivation. 

If the program is perceived as too much work, the motivation to do said work goes down, 

and when the participants perceive the program as seamlessly integrated into their work-

flow, their motivation stays higher. To address this, collaboration between the customer 

and EE provider is needed. The customer needs to be able to prioritize the program in 

the participants’ work and make that prioritization clear to the participants. Simultane-

ously, the executive education provider will need to adjust the workload as agreed, while 

still delivering impactful content. In line with this, a look into the existing research on the 

topic revealed the change pressure towards shorter and more agile programs. (Arm-

strong and Sadler-Smith 2008) However, in the interviews and participant feedback, this 

pressure was not visible. On the contrary, in the interviews a few interviewees brought 

up the idea of shorter programs but disregarded them as most likely less impactful. 

As has come quite clear from the research, both from existing literature and the empirical 

data, community building and networking are also vital aspects of impactful leadership 

development programs. While the primary focus of these programs tends to be the ac-

quisition of knowledge and skills, the establishment of meaningful networks, community 

feeling, and a sense of belonging amongst the participants came up in the interviews as 

an equally influential aspect in shaping the impact. Encouraging participants to connect 

with their peers, possible mentors, and faculty or industry experts can enhance their 

leadership journey and will create a feeling of belonging. This in turn can then help in 

creating unified leadership practices and achieving shared organizational goals. (Büchel 

and Antunes 2007) Building a network of professionals from different sides of the organ-

ization can provide support, share insights, and offer guidance in the day-to-day work 

and significantly contribute to the long-term impact of program.  

In the case of customized leadership development, there are multiple ways to increase 

network creation and community building within the programs. As went through in the 

results chapter, all kinds of engaging activities like workshops, case work, projects, and 

just inclusive discussions of the topics and themes will increase the connections between 

the participants and build trust. For example, project work, whether it be a longer, more 

through project or a lightened version more often included in these programs, plays an 

important role in creating and fostering networks, feeling of belonging and simultaneously 

also things such as teamwork skills. As any kind of collaborative project requires the 

participants to work closely together, it will lead to a shared sense of purpose and unity, 

at the same time emphasizing the program’s goals and objectives. 
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Overall, these kinds of projects encourage the participants to expand their networks not 

only within their immediate program cohort, but sometimes also with connecting to fac-

ulty, facilitators, different experts and possibly some stakeholders, like customers or sub-

contractors outside the program. This versatile collaboration can then in turn lead to a 

broader impact, that will keep creating value to the organization past the program itself. 

For network creation and collaboration, the chosen speakers and faculty also come into 

play again, as they oversee creating inclusive teaching that enables discussion and en-

courages everyone to participate. While internal speakers can offer insights to specific 

themes like the organization's culture, challenges, and strategic goals, external speak-

ers, both from academia and industry, then on the other hand, can bring to the table the 

latest knowledge, fresh perspectives, and diverse experiences, and a balanced combi-

nation of all will increase the variety of discussion and expand the participants' profes-

sional networks wider than just to the other participants of the program.  

5.1.3 The Role of Program Evaluation in Impact Creation 

Lastly, in the process of program design and development, the importance of program 

evaluation cannot be overstated. When it comes to understanding the impact of custom-

ized leadership development programs, evaluation is a vital component in the process 

of assessing and improving these programs. One way to gain concrete answers to the 

question of: 

“How customers perceive the impact of customized leadership development 

programs purchased from an executive education provider?”, 

 is to collect continuous feedback from a wide audience participating in the creation and 

implementation of these programs or affected by the possible changes in the partici-

pants.  

Program evaluation is a critical pillar in leadership development (Cheng and Hampson 

2008) as it is the process through which organizations estimate the effectiveness and 

relevance of the leadership development programs. The significance of program evalu-

ation lies in its ability to provide organizations with invaluable insights into what works 

and what needs improvement (O'Connor and Little 2012). Evaluating leadership devel-

opment programs is not merely a formality but an essential aspect of the ongoing en-

hancement of the impact of these programs. At its core, program evaluation is a system-

atic approach to collecting and analyzing data with predetermined objectives. It allows 

organizations to answer key questions such as: Did the program meet its intended goals? 

What impact did it have on participants? How can we make future programs even more 
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effective? (Boulmetis and Dutwin 2011 p.5–10). These questions are not only relevant 

but also crucial for organizations committed to developing effective leaders. 

As impactful leadership encompasses various aspects, from individual leadership com-

petencies to team dynamics and overall organizational performance, the evaluation pro-

cess needs to encompass the same multidimensional nature. However, the complexity 

of measuring the causal relationships between a program and organizational outcomes 

is not straightforward and might confuse the process (Madaus et al. 1983). To assess 

leadership development comprehensively, organizations should employ a mix of quali-

tative and quantitative methodologies that consider both tangible and intangible out-

comes (Elkjaer 2022). By collecting, analyzing, and interpreting versatile data, like feed-

back collected through different methods at different times from different people, organ-

izations can gain insights into what is working well and what requires adjustment. 

5.2 Interpretations of the Findings 

Like agreed throughout the existing literature and the interviews, in the context of impact, 

it is essential to acknowledge that there are only a few straightforward correlations that 

can be drawn between the leadership development programs and the changes in the 

organizations (Madaus et al. 1983 p.320–321). As the markets, environments, and the 

organizations themselves keep changing, it gets even more challenging to pinpoint a 

specific aspect contributing to a particular outcome. However, as this research also high-

lights it is not always necessary to establish a clear cause-and-effect relationship. Often, 

the impact appears in the organizations in multidimensional ways, and the actual value 

of the programs is generated indirectly.  

Following the result and key factors presented in both the literature review and the em-

pirical research, executive education providers can enhance the impact of the leadership 

development programs, and ensure the needs, expectations, goals, and objectives of 

the customers are met, by employing a holistic and adaptive approach (Gentry et al. 

2014). Understanding that the impact of leadership development programs can manifest 

in various dimensions, executive education providers should focus on a few key points 

throughout the program design to ensure their side of the impact creation is fulfilled. To 

answer the secondary research question:  

“How can an executive education provider offering leadership development 

meet the customers’ expectations of impact?”,  

it is necessary to take a closer look at the current practices in designing the program 

preparation and implementation, through the eyes of executive education provider. The 
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most common standards observed from Aalto EE’s practices can be seen in the table 

below. These standards describe the role of executive education provider in each phase 

of the process, how much they are involved in the design, and how the work is generally 

divided. The table also includes a reminder of each stage’s significance to impact crea-

tion in customized leadership development programs. 

Table 22. Executive education providers role in different phases of program design. 

Phase EE Providers Role Effect on Impact 

Goal  
Setting 

Generally, done in co-operation be-
tween the customer and the EE 

provider based on the customer sit-
uation and desires for the program. 

The chosen goals set the whole 
direction for the program and de-
termine the course for the whole 

planning and implementation pro-
cesses. 

Program  
Presentation 

Usually done completely by the 
customer, very rarely the EE pro-
vide might help with the programs 

marketing in the organization. 

The program presentation can af-
fect the participants motivation 
and thus crucial influence the 

level of impact reached in the pro-
gram. 

Participant  
Selection 

Usually done by the customer, very 
rarely the EE provider might have 

some suggestions on the best prac-
tices. 

The participant selection can influ-
ence the networks and connec-

tions built in the program, that are 
seen as highly impactful. 

Choosing the 
Implementation 

Format 

Most often chosen together, based 
on the customers preferences and 

the EE providers suggestions. 

The implementation format affects 
the learning and different formats 
have different implications on con-

versation and focus. 

Choosing the 
Methods 

Often the EE provider suggests 
something that is suitable for the 
program’s goals, and previously 

tested and approved. 

The different methods can either 
increase learning, networking, 

and self-reflection or be viewed as 
timewasters. 

Choosing the 
Faculty and  
Facilitators 

Generally done together based on 
the EE providers suggestions of 

faculty with good track record and 
suitable knowledge of the chosen 

themes. 

The faculty, their knowledge, cha-
risma, and presentation skills af-
fect how well their message and 

teachings are received. 

 

As can be seen from the table above, the executive education provider’s role is different 

regarding each action throughout the process. In some phases the EE provider is the 

one leading the process, while in the others the contributions are often minor. It is good 

to note that these observations of the EE providers’ roles in different phases of the pro-

cess, are based on one executive education provider, and most likely there are some 

differences between providers. Additionally, each customized program and its design 
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process is always different, and the contributions might differ based on what has been 

agreed with the customer. 

To achieve even higher levels of impact with their programs, based on the learnings from 

the literature review and the empirical data, executive education providers need to pay 

attention to their role in all the different phases of the programs’ design and implemen-

tation (Crotty and Soule 1997). This might involve some changes to the way the pro-

grams are assembled and what is prioritized but will also contain a lot of elements that 

are already included in the program planning process and just need to be put a stronger 

emphasis on. It would be essential for the providers to acknowledge that the planning 

regarding the program preparation is almost as important for impactful results as is the 

planning of the concrete implementation. However, it is possible that the customer does 

not always want the help or suggestions for the preparation phase and ensuring that the 

curriculum aligns with the unique needs and objectives of the customer organization is 

still essential for achieving optimal results. 

As gathered, to meet the customers’ expectation of impact, as best as possible, the ex-

ecutive education providers should consider their whole process and pay attention to 

their role in each phase. It would be essential for them to be actively engaged throughout 

the entire program life cycle to ensure that the education offered aligns closely with the 

needs and goals of the participants and the organizations. As mentioned, the needed 

improvements in the executive education providers’ practices depend on the current pro-

cesses, but some general recommendations can be found below in Table 23. These 

recommendations can serve as a starting point for EE providers to enhance their roles 

and the impact of their customized programs, ultimately benefiting both the provider and 

the customer. 
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Table 23. Impactful practices for different phases of the program design. 

Phase Practical Recommendations for Impact 

Goal  
Setting 

The goals should be set in close cooperation between the EE provider 
and the customer. They need to be tailored to the customers’ needs and 
desires but should stay on a higher level, as guidelines for the program. 
Individual participants should create their own concrete goals in the pro-

grams, based for example, on personal assessments.  

Program  
Preparation 

Depending on who the program is sought for in the customer organiza-
tion, and how public the program is there, the EE provider could come 

up with suggestions for the best methods fostering for participant selec-
tion and program presentations to enforce participant motivation in differ-

ent programs.  

Choosing the 
Implementation 

Format 

The implementation format needs to be decided case-by-case, and 
based on the customer’s needs, but considering leadership development 
programs, it has become evident that classroom sessions are superior to 

online sessions. However, some online components might still compli-
ment the programs well. 

Choosing the 
Methods and 

Faculty 

While the executive education provider most likely has the best visibility 
to the most effective methods and faculty, the customer should be in-

cluded in the decision making. Especially important would be to offer a 
platform for the customer to discuss with the chosen faculty in order to 

tailor the different modules and topics as well as possible. 

Collecting  
Feedback 

The feedback collection around the programs should be continuous and 
comprehensive and include mor than just the participants. Depending on 

the program, the inclusion of the participants teams or the programs 
owners in the organization would be beneficial for impact creation. 

 

Besides the improvements in different practices in the program design and implementa-

tion depending on the current practices of the executive education provider, the one gen-

eral guideline to meeting the customers' desire for impact is clear: thorough customiza-

tion. It was agreed in the existing research, as well as in all the interviews, that tailoring 

leadership development programs to the specific needs and goals of the participants and 

organizations is essential for achieving meaningful and lasting results and impact 

(Büchel and Antunes 2007; Crotty and Soule 1997; Gentry et al. 2014). Embracing cus-

tomization as a fundamental principle ensures that the programs are not only seen as 

valuable but also as transformative experiences, aligning with the strategic objectives of 

the customer, and creating a collaborative partnership that ultimately leads to success.  

The willingness to understand the customer’s specific situation thoroughly and adapt the 

program accordingly not only enhances the relevance of the content but also fosters a 

deeper connection between the educational provider and the customer. This customiza-

tion approach recognizes that every organization and its leaders are unique, with distinct 
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challenges, goals, and company culture. Therefore, the ability to flexibly design and 

adapt program elements, such as content, duration, and delivery methods, demonstrates 

a commitment to addressing these specific needs. In turn, this approach contributes to 

higher participant satisfaction and a more profound and lasting impact on leadership de-

velopment. 

5.3 Practical Recommendations 

To enhance Aalto EE’s practices towards more impactful programs in the future, some 

concrete actions should be taken. Figure 5 below summarizes some of the most im-

portant findings from this research for Aalto EE. It presents the three most important 

passages to impact from the customer perspective, defines the actions that create this 

impact in the organizations and crystallizes their meaning for both the customer and the 

executive education provider in a nutshell. Following these as guidelines in upgrading 

and assessing the impact creation, Aalto EE can set a direction for continuous improve-

ment, ensuring that the future leadership development programs meet the customers’ 

expectations of impact. 

 

Figure 5. Crystallization of the findings from this thesis. 

In the short term, it would be necessary for Aalto EE to start gathering an increasing 

amount of customer feedback. This should include input from HR, or other people from 

the customer organizations identified as the program owners, both right after the pro-

gram, and at later stages. Continuous and comprehensive feedback collection should 

become an integral part of the program evaluation process and be tightly linked to the 

activities done to increase impact in future programs. Furthermore, it would be important 

to implement concrete processes to evaluate the impact, like key performance indicators 
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(KPI) measuring the development in the leadership practices. These KPIs could, for ex-

ample, include assessments, questionaries or employee engagement surveys con-

ducted before and after the program implementation, or things such as follow ups on the 

participants career development, or the organizations progress and success. 

Another concrete thing would be to embrace new technology in creative ways, while 

maintaining a balance where face-to-face interactions still have the bigger role in the 

leadership development programs. Previous literature and observations suggest that op-

tions like gamified learning utilizing technology interest the customers and have proven 

to provide impactful results. Aalto EE should continuously explore innovative approaches 

in program delivery, combining the advantages of technology with in-person engage-

ment, and test them out with tech-savvy customers. 

Furthermore, in terms of future leadership development programs, Aalto EE should have 

a stronger presence in the program preparation phase. As this phase has an important 

role in the creation of participant motivation, Aalto EE could suggest the ways that have 

worked best before and give an input to the questions of program presentation and par-

ticipant selection. However, sometimes this is not possible, as the customer has already 

done the program marketing or identified the participants before turning to executive ed-

ucation providers. In these cases, Aalto EE could still help with identifying the programs 

organizational goals and objectives, like has been done before, and additionally helping 

with presenting these to the participants as well. This would support the creation of com-

mon understanding and help with the derivation of the participants personal goals.  

In the longer term, Aalto EE should increase its presence and visibility among the cus-

tomers. Targeted marketing, using unique reference cases with concrete results from its 

portfolio, has the potential to not only attract new customers but also strengthen relation-

ships with existing ones. By showcasing real-world success stories and the practical im-

pact of the programs, Aalto EE can build an interesting narrative that resonates with its 

audience, ultimately leading to higher engagement, trust, and sustained customer loy-

alty. Additionally, presenting Aalto EE’s and Aalto University research on the relevant 

topics can further add to the credibility, reinforcing Aalto EE’s reputation as a forward-

thinking institution. On the other hand, mass marketing can also be utilized in a similar 

way, to reach wider audiences through, for example, social media channels. Continuous 

presence in the customers environment without inconveniencing them through personal 

messages that easily get buried among other materials, ensures that Aalto EE remains 

on the top of their minds when various situations arise, and an executive education pro-

vider is needed.  
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To further foster participant motivation, engagement, networking, community building 

and knowledge sharing, Aalto EE should also explore ways to increase interaction 

among program participants. One way to do this, would be implementing come kinds of 

regular discussion groups already during the program, for example in between the mod-

ules. These would work well especially in the programs that don’t involve project work or 

other engaging activities between different modules. Participants could use these dis-

cussion groups or sessions to reflect on their own learning journeys and the topics dis-

cussed, while also engaging in more general discussion. Furthermore, these sessions 

could serve as a platform for engaging in meaningful discussions together even after the 

program implementation, thereby strengthening the network creation. 

Additionally, as is already done in the organization, Aalto EE should continue with cus-

tomizing and tailoring the content of each program to align closely with the needs, chal-

lenges, and goals of the customer organization. This approach not only enhances the 

relevance and practicality of the learning experience but also ensures that each program 

is designed to address the specific requirements of the customer. By also actively involv-

ing the customers in the program design, Aalto EE can reinforce its relationships with 

the customers and its reputation as education partner, ultimately leading to deeper and 

mutually beneficial relationships with the customers. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 Achievement of the Goals 

This thesis was commissioned by Aalto EE to kickstart a wider research process with the 

objective of gaining a deeper understanding of impact creation in executive education 

from various perspectives. As an established and reputable organization with a long-

standing presence in its field, Aalto EE is committed to further researching and gaining 

knowledge of the actual impact its programs have on organizations and wider in the 

society. This research acts as the premises for understanding and optimizing the impact 

of leadership development, ultimately ensuring that Aalto EE fulfills its potential to trans-

form leaders and organizations in Finland and worldwide.  

The objective of this thesis was to research and assess the ways in which Aalto EE’s 

customers perceive and comprehend the impact of customized leadership development 

programs. As the central goal for this thesis was to answer the research questions set in 

the beginning of the process, this thesis focused on meticulously chosen customer cases 

from different organizations, in order to gain knowledge that spans wider than just one 

program. Through a quite comprehensive research process, this thesis dug into the per-

ceptions and experiences of customers who have been the buyers of customized lead-

ership development programs provided by Aalto EE. The findings, as presented in earlier 

chapters, provide valuable insights into how these customers perceive the impact of such 

programs. 

Through the literature review and the empirical research, this thesis has gained a de-

tailed understanding of program impact creation in its specific context. The research has 

revealed that customer perception of impact goes beyond quantifiable metrics and em-

braces qualitative aspects such as the initiation of networks and connections among the 

program participants. Additionally, from the customer perception, the impact is formed 

through fostering a sense of community among the participants that transforms to their 

day-to-day work. Moreover, it became clear that unified practices, participants increased 

self-awareness, their commitment to the respective organizations, and concrete and 

transferable learnings were perceived as highly impactful in customized leadership de-

velopment programs. Based on the research, the findings of this thesis also suggest that 

customization is one of the most important factors in enhancing program impact, as it 

plays a big role in aligning the program with the unique needs and objectives of the 

participants and the organizations.  
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While this thesis alone only touches the surface of the topic of impact in executive edu-

cation, and even stays on quite high level in its field of leadership development, it still 

gives valuable insights and creates a base on which to build on in the future. The results 

from this research can be turned into practices and added into the daily work at Aalto EE 

to ensure the impact creation in its programs. These findings will serve as an important 

reference point for following research, enabling a more thorough exploration of the topic 

later. With the understanding of what factors matter most to customers and how they 

measure the impact of the programs, providers like Aalto EE can tailor their efforts to 

better meet the evolving needs of the customers.  

6.2 Limitations and Recommendations for Improvement 

Like in any research conducted within a limited amount of time, limited resources and 

with a well-defined and delimited topic, there are also limitations and qualitative aspects 

to consider in this thesis. First of them is the precisely delimited data set, that leads to a 

situation where broad generalizations based on the data alone cannot be made and thus 

the findings cannot directly be extrapolated to other contexts. To address this limitation, 

the constraints of the data set are well acknowledged, and this thesis will stay away from 

making too broad conclusions. Instead, the focus is on highlighting the program's impact 

within the context of customized leadership development programs. The utilization of the 

additional materials regarding the case programs are also used to bypass the issues this 

kind of dataset might pose. 

Another factor that creates some limits for this thesis on the side of data collection and 

the interviews specifically, are time constraints and memory retention. In some cases, it 

has been up to five years since the program's completion, and not everything may be 

fully remembered. There has not been continuous monitoring in place for all the pro-

grams before the interviews, so some interviewees may have difficulty recalling specific 

details from the program. This lack of continuous monitoring may impact the accuracy of 

the data gathered and leads to situations where all questions are not answered in each 

interview. To minimize this limitation, previously existing data, like the programs prede-

termined goals and flow, as well as feedback from the participants taken right after the 

implementation, is used to complement the interviews.  

On the other hand, some of these programs have been implemented only recently, mak-

ing it challenging to assess their true impact fully. Short-term evaluations may not capture 

all the program's intended impacts, as the changes and improvements might take time 

to show. To counteract this, in these cases, the interviews were more modified to assess 
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the short-term impact and perceived impact of customized leadership development pro-

grams overall. 

As for the quality of this research, it can be assessed through multiple different variables. 

To create quality research, with quality results, it is first important to make methodological 

choices, that make sense in terms of the research questions and agenda (Saunders et 

al. 2019 p.213). In this thesis the methodological choices are made very precisely and 

thoroughly planned to gain the best possible results. With interviews as the main data 

collection method, objectivity of the research needs to be ensured, as the researchers’ 

views and biases can never be completely separated from the research (Saunders et al. 

2019 p.219–220). To ensure the objectivity of the interviews, they were conducted semi 

structured, so that the interviewee led the direction and the conversation, instead of the 

researcher. 

The design of the interview questions also plays an important role in shaping the re-

sponses of the interviewees during the interviews. The interviewees might often tailor 

their answers to align with the phrasing and direction of the questions posed by the re-

searcher. To avoid this, the questions were designed to be as little guiding as possible. 

However, it is still notable that with different questions the answers could have been 

different and in similar future research other methods, like questionnaires, could support 

and expand the dataset to tackle this issue further. In these kinds of interviews, it might 

also be easier to give more positive answers, while anonymous questionnaires might 

provide more reliable and varied responses, when the time for answering is not limited 

and the one asking the questions is not present.  

When studying organizations, their indirectness is also encountered as having a possible 

effect on the research quality. Organizations do not exist independently, but are always 

studied through people, concepts, and observations, which are always indirect and pre-

sent the perspective of the viewer. (Puusa et al. 2020 chapter 11) This means that all 

the interviews, as much as they are told through the organizations side, still present the 

ideas and thoughts of the interviewee. To limit this bias, the interviews are used as data 

sources collectively instead of being used as separate units and the interviewees were 

chosen so that some that had participated in the programs and some not. Some of the 

interviewed people were also still in co-operation with Aalto EE, while others had only 

had one or a few programs delivered in co-operation.  

Organizations are also always tied to their environment and their varying operating cir-

cumstances. In this thesis, the outside factors are however left out the research, and 

things like Covid-19 and the war in Ukraine are not looked as something affecting the 
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results seen after the leadership development programs, even though they most likely 

have had an impact in the organizations. In research like this, it can be hard to connect 

causalities and it is not always possible to say what is the exact reason behind some 

change in an organization. However, since the time and resources for this thesis are 

limited, this will be overlooked in the thesis. 

In relation to ethical considerations, the privacy and data protection in this thesis is taken 

into consideration. All the materials presented in the thesis are anonymized, both from 

the interviews and the observations. By removing any identifiable markers, the confiden-

tiality and anonymity of the participants as well as the case organizations has been en-

sured. Everyone participating in the research knew it was voluntarily for them to partici-

pate and they were made aware of the objective of the work. They were also given the 

chance to refuse to answer any questions they did not feel were answerable under their 

own or their organization’s policies. All the interviews were also confidential, and the 

interview sessions were conducted in a secure and private environment, and the re-

searcher has remained the sole custodian of the collected materials. 

6.3 Future Research Needs and Possibilities 

While this thesis has provided valuable insights into the topic of leadership development, 

it is important to recognize that it represents only a snapshot of impact in the broader 

landscape of executive education. In the future the research should be continued and 

broadened to receive more widely applicable results. Building on the insights gained in 

this thesis, future research could for example employ the Success Case Method to eval-

uate the impact of leadership development programs in even greater detail. By conduct-

ing thorough assessments before, during, and after the program, from both the partici-

pants, as well as the buyers, the research could identify relevant success stories and 

explore the different factors contributing to program impact in different levels.  

In any case, a method that would utilize both the interviews and the questionnaires, 

whether it would be the Success Case Method or something else, could lead to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the participants’ and buyers’ experiences related to the 

leadership development programs. Moreover, questionnaires would provide an oppor-

tunity to include a larger number of questions and participants, as interviews take more 

time to schedule, implement and process, making it possible to conduct more extensive 

research on the theme. Overall, this approach would allow for a more versatile examina-

tion of the individual experiences and outcomes and through that could provide new in-

sights for program improvement. This method could even be implemented to test out the 
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outcomes of this or another research, to confirm the repetition of the research with similar 

results. 

A wider understanding of impact in executive education programs, whether the theme 

be leadership development or something else, could also be reached by conducting any 

kind of study over a longer period, to track for example, the participants' career over an 

extended time. Such research would provide valuable insights into the long-term impact 

of executive education on either the level of individuals, organizations, or both. These 

kinds of studies could also reveal how the program participants continue to apply their 

gained leadership or other skills and knowledge in their own professional contexts, 

whether they stay in the same organization or not. In turn, given the generally global 

nature of executive education and leadership development, future research could also 

explore how cultural and regional differences influence perceptions of program impact. 

Comparative studies across differing cultural contexts could provide valuable insights 

into the impact of leadership development programs in all kinds of settings. This research 

could uncover cultural differences in leadership development preferences and thus help 

tailor programs to suit specific cultural needs. 

Future research could also dig deeper into the level of customization and customer-ori-

entation of Aalto EE, since as discovered in this thesis as well, this is highly relevant to 

the level of impact the programs reach. This research could explore various themes, 

such as the development of impact, program customization, and responsiveness to cus-

tomer needs. A comprehensive assessment of customer orientation could shed light on 

areas where the customers’ expectations are exceeded and on the other hand, areas 

requiring improvement.  

As mentioned before, this thesis has laid the groundwork for future research in Aalto EE. 

By addressing the possible methodological challenges, leveraging the Success Case 

Method, implementing a timewise longer study, exploring some cross-cultural perspec-

tives, and perhaps assessing the customer orientation, future research could enrichen 

the current understanding of how customized leadership development programs impact 

individuals and organizations. These future investigations would contribute to the contin-

uous improvement of executive education practices at Aalto EE and further the 

knowledge of leadership development to keep up with the changing needs of the cus-

tomers and the changing environment Aalto EE operates in.  
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APPENDIX 1: BODY OF THE INTERVIEW 

Customized leadership development program as part of organizational development: In-

itial situation, need and objectives for the program. 

Examples of the questions: 

What was the starting point and need when the program was initiated? 

Based on what criteria were the objectives of the program set? 

What kind of expectations did the organization have regarding the program? 

How were the participants of the program selected? 

How was the participation and commitment to the program ensured? 

Was there an effort to support the implementation of the lessons from the 

program into everyday routines within the organization? 

Impact and effectiveness of the developmental program in the organization: Expecta-

tions, possible changes, and future expectations. 

Examples of the questions: 

How have the objectives been changed, and how has the program been 

revamped in case of repetition? 

Do you feel that something changed because of the program? If so, what, 

how, and where? 

Have the program’s participants remained with the organization? 

How do you perceive the changes in relation to the expectations you had for 

the program? Did the program meet your expectations? 

Have any unintended consequences or negative effects been observed from 

the program? 

What does success look like in the context of leadership development programs: Suc-

cess on a general level. 

Examples of the questions: 

Do you have a vision of what is the best-case scenario for impact in 

leadership development programs? 

How would you improve or modify the program based on this? 
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APPENDIX 2: LIST OF ADDITIONAL MATERIALS 

Proposal Documents 

Program Proposal for P1 from 2021.  Program Proposal for P7 from 2020. 

Program Proposal for P2 from 2019.  Program Proposal for P8 from 2020. 

Program Proposal for P3 from 2019.  Program Proposal for P9 from 2019. 

Program Proposal for P4 from 2019.  Program Proposal for P10 from 2018. 

Program Proposal for P5 from 2019.  Program Proposal for P11 from 2018. 

Program Proposal for P6 from 2021.  Program Proposal for P12 from 2021. 

 

Module Descriptions 

P1 Module Descriptions 2021 – 2022.  P7 Module Descriptions 2020 – 2021. 

P2 Module Descriptions 2019 – 2020.  P8 Module Descriptions 2020. 

P3 Module Descriptions 2019.   P9 Module Descriptions 2019. 

P4 Module Descriptions 2019.   P10 Module Descriptions 2018. 

P5 Module Descriptions 2019 – 2020.  P11 Module Descriptions 2019 – 2020. 

P6 Module Descriptions 2021 – 2022.  P12 Module Descriptions 2021 – 2022. 

 

Program Data from Aalto EE’s CRM 

CRM Data for P1 from 2022.   CRM Data for P7 from 2021. 

CRM Data for P2 from 2020.   CRM Data for P8 from 2020. 

CRM Data for P3 from 2019.   CRM Data for P9 from 2019. 

CRM Data for P4 from 2019.   CRM Data for P10 from 2019. 

CRM Data for P5 from 2020.   CRM Data for P11 from 2020. 

CRM Data for P6 from 2022.   CRM Data for P12 from 2022. 
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Participant Feedback 

P1 Participant Feedback 2021 – 2022.  P7 Participant Feedback 2020 – 2021. 

P2 Participant Feedback 2019 – 2020.  P8 Participant Feedback 2020. 

P3 Participant Feedback 2019.   P9 Participant Feedback 2019. 

P4 Participant Feedback 2019.   P10 Participant Feedback 2018. 

P5 Participant Feedback 2019 – 2020.  P11 Participant Feedback 2019 – 2020. 

P6 Participant Feedback 2021 – 2022.  P12 Participant Feedback 2021 – 2022. 

 

Case Organizations' Annual Reports 

Annual Report P1 from 2022.   Annual Report P7 from 2022. 

Annual Report P2 from 2022.   Annual Report P8 from 2022. 

Annual Report P3 from 2022.   Annual Report P9 from 2022. 

Annual Report P4 from 2022.   Annual Report P10 from 2022. 

Annual Report P5 from 2022.   Annual Report P11 from 2022. 

Annual Report P6 from 2022.   Annual Report P12 from 2022. 

 

 


