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It’s a sad truth about  
the workplace:  
Just 30% of employees are  
actively committed to doing a  
good job. According to Gallup’s 
2013 State of the American 
Workplace report, 50% of 
employees merely put their  
time in, while the remaining  
20% act out their discontent  
in counterproductive ways,  
negatively influencing their 
coworkers, missing days on  
the job, and driving customers 
away through poor service.  
Gallup estimates that the 20% 
group alone costs the U.S. 
economy around half a trillion 
dollars each year. 

Of course, managers don’t intend to be poor 
leaders. The problem is that they lack a clear un-
derstanding of just what changes it would take to 
bring out the best in everyone and achieve high im-
pact. We believe that leaders can obtain this under-
standing through an approach we call “blue ocean 
leadership.” It draws on our research on blue ocean 
strategy, our model for creating new market space 
by converting noncustomers into customers, and 
applies its concepts and analytic frameworks to help 
leaders release the blue ocean of unexploited talent 
and energy in their organizations—rapidly and at 
low cost. 

The underlying insight is that leadership, in es-
sence, can be thought of as a service that people in 
an organization “buy” or “don’t buy.” Every leader 
in that sense has customers: the bosses to whom the 
leader must deliver performance, and the follow-
ers who need the leader’s guidance and support to 
achieve. When people value your leadership prac-
tices, they in effect buy your leadership. They’re in-
spired to excel and act with commitment. But when 
employees don’t buy your leadership, they disen-
gage, becoming noncustomers of your leadership. 
Once we started thinking about leadership in this 
way, we began to see that the concepts and frame-
works we were developing to create new demand by 
converting noncustomers into customers could be 
adapted to help leaders convert disengaged employ-
ees into engaged ones.

Over the past 10 years we and Gavin Fraser, a Blue 
Ocean Strategy Network expert, have interviewed 
hundreds of people in organizations to understand 
where leadership was falling short and how it could 
be transformed while conserving leaders’ most pre-
cious resource: time. In this article we present the 
results of our research. 

Key Differences from  
Conventional Leadership Approaches
Blue ocean leadership rapidly brings about a step 
change in leadership strength. It’s distinct from 
traditional leadership development approaches in 
several overarching ways. Here are the three most 
salient: 

Focus on acts and activities. Over many years 
a great deal of research has generated insights into 
the values, qualities, and behavioral styles that 
make for good leadership, and these have formed 
the basis of development programs and executive 
coaching. The implicit assumption is that changes 

What’s the reason for the widespread employee 
disengagement? According to Gallup, poor leader-
ship is a key cause.

Most executives—not just those in America—rec-
ognize that one of their biggest challenges is closing 
the vast gulf between the potential and the realized 
talent and energy of the people they lead. As one 
CEO put it, “We have a large workforce that has an 
appetite to do a good job up and down the ranks. If 
we can transform them—tap into them through ef-
fective leadership—there will be an awful lot of peo-
ple out there doing an awful lot of good.” 
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files for leadership while minimizing implementa-
tion costs. 

Distribute leadership across all manage-
ment levels. Most leadership programs focus on 
executives and their potential for impact now and 
in the future. But the key to a successful organiza-
tion is having empowered leaders at every level, 
because outstanding organizational performance 
often comes down to the motivation and actions of 
middle and frontline leaders, who are in closer con-
tact with the market. As one senior executive put it, 

“The truth is that we, the top management, are not in 
the field to fully appreciate the middle and frontline 
actions. We need effective leaders at every level to 
maximize corporate performance.” 

Blue ocean leadership is designed to be applied 
across the three distinct management levels: top, 
middle, and frontline. It calls for profiles for leaders 
that are tailored to the very different tasks, degrees 
of power, and environments you find at each level. 
Extending leadership capabilities deep into the front 
line unleashes the latent talent and drive of a criti-
cal mass of employees, and creating strong distrib-
uted leadership significantly enhances performance 
across the organization.

The Four Steps of  
Blue Ocean Leadership
Now let’s walk through how to put blue ocean lead-
ership into practice. It involves four steps: 

1. See your leadership reality. A common 
mistake organizations make is to discuss changes 
in leadership before resolving differences of opin-
ion over what leaders are actually doing. Without a 
common understanding of where leadership stands 
and is falling short, a forceful case for change cannot 
be made. 

Achieving this understanding is the objective of 
the first step. It takes the form of what we call as-is 

Idea in Brief
THE PROBLEM
According to Gallup, only 30% 
of employees actively apply their 
talent and energy to move their 
organizations forward. Fifty per-
cent are just putting their time in, 
while the remaining 20% act out 
their discontent in counterproduc-
tive ways. Gallup estimates that 
the 20% group alone costs the 
U.S. economy around half a trillion 
dollars each year. A main cause of 
employee disengagement is poor 
leadership, Gallup says.

THE SOLUTION
A new approach called blue ocean 
leadership can release the sea of 
unexploited talent and energy in 
organizations. It involves a four-
step process that allows leaders 
to gain a clear understanding of 
just what changes it would take to 
bring out the best in their people, 
while conserving their most pre-
cious resource: time. An analytic 
tool, the Leadership Canvas, 
shows leaders what activities they 
need to eliminate, reduce, raise, 
and create to convert disengaged 
employees into engaged ones. 

CASE IN POINT
A British retail group applied blue 
ocean leadership to redefine what 
effectiveness meant for frontline, 
midlevel, and senior leaders. The 
impact was significant. On the 
front line, for example, employee 
turnover dropped from about 40% 
to 11% in the first year, reducing 
recruitment and training costs 
by 50%. Factoring in reduced ab-
senteeism, the group saved more 
than $50 million in the first year, 
while customer satisfaction scores 
climbed by over 30%. 

in values, qualities, and behavioral styles ultimately 
translate into high performance.

But when people look back on these programs, 
many struggle to find evidence of notable change. 
As one executive put it, “Without years of dedicated 
efforts, how can you transform a person’s character 
or behavioral traits? And can you really measure and 
assess whether leaders are embracing and internal-
izing these personal traits and styles? In theory, yes, 
but in reality it’s hard at best.” 

Blue ocean leadership, by contrast, focuses on 
what acts and activities leaders need to undertake 
to boost their teams’ motivation and business re-
sults, not on who leaders need to be. This difference 
in emphasis is important. It is markedly easier to 
change people’s acts and activities than their values, 
qualities, and behavioral traits. Of course, altering 
a leader’s activities is not a complete solution, and 
having the right values, qualities, and behavioral 
traits matters. But activities are something that any 
individual can change, given the right feedback and 
guidance. 

Connect closely to market realities. Tradi-
tional leadership development programs tend to 
be quite generic and are often detached from what 
firms stand for in the eyes of customers and from 
the market results people are expected to achieve. 
In contrast, under blue ocean leadership, the peo-
ple who face market realities are asked for their 
direct input on how their leaders hold them back 
and what those leaders could do to help them best 
serve customers and other key stakeholders. And 
when people are engaged in defining the leadership 
practices that will enable them to thrive, and those 
practices are connected to the market realities against 
which they need to perform, they’re highly moti-
vated to create the best possible profile for leaders 
and to make the new solutions work. Their willing 
cooperation maximizes the acceptance of new pro-
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Leadership Canvases, analytic visuals that show just 
how managers at each level invest their time and ef-
fort, as perceived by the customers of their leader-
ship. An organization begins the process by creating 
a canvas for each of its three management levels.

A team of 12 to 15 senior managers is typically se-
lected to carry out this project. The people chosen 
should cut across functions and be recognized as 
good leaders in the company so that the team has 
immediate credibility. The team is then broken into 
three smaller subteams, each focused on one level 
and charged with interviewing its relevant leader-
ship customers—both bosses and subordinates—and 
ensuring that a representative number of each are 
included. 

The aim is to uncover how people experience cur-
rent leadership and to start a companywide conver-

sation about what leaders do and should do at each 
level. The customers of leaders are asked which acts 
and activities—good and bad—their leaders spend 
most of their time on, and which are key to moti-
vation and performance but are neglected by their 
leaders. Getting at the specifics is important; the as-
is canvases must be grounded in acts and activities 
that reflect each level’s specific market reality and 
performance goals. This involves a certain amount 
of probing. 

At a company we’ll call British Retail Group 
(BRG), many interviewees commented that middle 
managers spent much of their time playing politics. 
The subteam focused on that level pushed for clari-
fication and discovered that two acts principally ac-
counted for this judgment. One was that the lead-
ers tended to divide responsibility among people, 
which created uncertainty about accountability—
and some internal competitiveness. The result was 
a lot of finger-pointing and the perception that the 
leaders were playing people against one another. 
The subteam also found that the leaders spent much 
of their time in meetings with senior management. 
This led subordinates to conclude that their leaders 
were more interested in maximizing political “face 
time” and spinning news than in being present to 
support them.

WHAT MIDDLE 
MANAGERS ACTUALLY DO
As-is Leadership Canvases show the activities that employees see leaders 
engaging in, and the amount of time and energy they think leaders spend 
on each. The canvas below, for middle managers at the retail company 
BRG, reveals that people viewed them as rule enforcers who played it safe. 
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After four to six weeks of interviews, subteam 
members come together to create as-is Leadership 
Profiles by pooling their findings and determining, 
based on frequency of citation, the dominant lead-
ership acts and activities at each level. To help the 
subteams focus on what really matters, we typically 
ask for no more than 10 to 15 leadership acts and ac-
tivities per level. These get registered on the horizon-
tal axis of the as-is canvas, and the extent to which 
leaders do them is registered on the vertical axis. 
The cap of 10 to 15 prevents the canvas from becom-
ing a statement of everything and nothing. 

The result is almost always eye-opening. It’s not 
uncommon to find that 20% to 40% of the acts and 
activities of leaders at all three levels provide only 
questionable value to those above and below them. 
It’s also not uncommon to find that leaders are un-
derinvesting in 20% to 40% of the acts and activities 
that interviewees at their level cite as important. 

At BRG, the canvas for senior managers revealed 
that their customers thought they spent most of 
their time on essentially middle-management acts 
and activities, while the canvas of middle man-
agers indicated that they seemed to be absorbed 
in protecting bureaucratic procedures. Frontline 
leaders were seen to be focused on trying to keep 
their bosses happy by doing things like deferring 
customer queries to them, which satisfied their de-
sire to be in control. When we asked team members 
to describe each canvas in a tagline, an exercise 
that’s part of the process, they labeled the frontline 
Leadership Profile “Please the Boss,” the middle- 
manager profile “Control and Play Safe,” and the se-
nior manager profile “Focus on the Day-to-Day.” (For 
an example, see the exhibit “What Middle Managers 
Actually Do.”) 

The implications were depressing. The biggest 
“aha” for the subteams was that senior managers 
appeared to have scarcely any time to do the real 
job of top management—thinking, probing, identi-
fying opportunities on the horizon, and gearing up 
the organization to capitalize on them. Faced with 
firsthand, repeated evidence of the shortcomings 
of leadership practices, the subteams could not de-
fend the current Leadership Profiles. The canvases 
made a strong case for change at all three levels; it 
was clear that people throughout the organization 
wished for it. 

2. Develop alternative Leadership Profiles. 
At this point the subteams are usually eager to ex-
plore what effective Leadership Profiles would look 

like at each level. To achieve this, they go back to 
their interviewees with two sets of questions. 

The first set is aimed at pinpointing the extent to 
which each act and activity on the canvas is either a 
cold spot (absorbing leaders’ time but adding little 
or no value) or a hot spot (energizing employees and 
inspiring them to apply their talents, but currently 
underinvested in by leaders or not addressed at all). 

The second set prompts interviewees to think 
beyond the bounds of the company and focus on ef-
fective leadership acts they’ve observed outside the 
organization, in particular those that could have a 
strong impact if adopted by internal leaders at their 
level. Here fresh ideas emerge about what leaders 
could be doing but aren’t. This is not, however, about 
benchmarking against corporate icons; employees’ 
personal experiences are more likely to produce 
insights. Most of us have come across people in our 
lives who have had a disproportionately positive in-
fluence on us. It might be a sports coach, a school-
teacher, a scoutmaster, a grandparent, or a former 
boss. Whoever those role models are, it’s important 

RAISE 
What acts and activities 
do leaders invest their 
time and intelligence in 
that should be raised 
well above their current 
level?

ELIMINATE 
What acts and  
activities do leaders 
invest their time and  
intelligence in that 
should be eliminated?

CREATE
What acts and activities 
should leaders invest 
their time and intelli-
gence in that they cur-
rently don’t undertake?

REDUCE
What acts and  
activities do leaders 
invest their time and 
intelligence in that 
should be reduced well 
below their current 
level?

THE BLUE OCEAN  
LEADERSHIP GRID
The Blue Ocean Leadership Grid is an analytic tool that challenges people 
to think about which acts and activities leaders should do less of because 
they hold people back, and which leaders should do more of because they 
inspire people to give their all. Current activities from the leaders’ “as-is” 
profiles (which may add value or not), along with new activities that em-
ployees believe would add a lot of value if leaders started doing them, are 
assigned to the four categories in the grid. Organizations then use the grids 
to develop new profiles of effective leadership. 
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to get interviewees to detail which acts and activities 
they believe would add real value for them if under-
taken by their current leaders. 

To process the findings from the second round of 
interviews, the subteams apply an analytic tool we 
call the Blue Ocean Leadership Grid (see the exhibit 
by the same name). For each leadership level the in-
terview results get incorporated into this grid. Typi-
cally, we start with the cold-spot acts and activities, 
which go into the Eliminate or Reduce quadrants 
depending on how negatively interviewees judge 
them. This energizes the subteams right away, be-
cause people immediately perceive the benefits of 
stopping leaders from doing things that add little or 
no value. Cutting back on those activities also gives 
leaders the time and space they need to raise their 
game. Without that breathing room, a step change 
in leadership strength would remain largely wishful 
thinking, given leaders’ already full plates. From the 
cold spots we move to the hot spots, which go into 
the Raise quadrant if they involve current acts and 
activities or Create for those not currently performed 
at all by leaders. 

With this input, the subteams draft two to four 
“to-be” canvases for each leadership level. These an-

alytic visuals illustrate Leadership Profiles that can 
lift individual and organizational performance, and 
juxtapose them against the as-is leadership profiles. 
The subteams produce a range of leadership models, 
rather than stop at one set of possibilities, to thor-
oughly explore new leadership space.

3. Select to-be Leadership Profiles. After 
two to three weeks of drawing and redrawing their 
Leadership Canvases, the subteams present them 
at what we call a “leadership fair.” Fair attendees in-
clude board members and top, middle, and frontline 
managers. 

The event starts with members of the original 
senior team behind the effort describing the process 
and presenting the three as-is canvases. With those 
three visuals, the team establishes why change is 
necessary, confirms that comments from interview-
ees at all levels were taken into account, and sets the 
context against which the to-be Leadership Profiles 
can be understood and appreciated. Although the as-
is canvases often present a sobering reality, as they 
did at BRG, the Leadership Profiles are shown and 
discussed only at the aggregate level. That makes in-
dividual leaders more open to change, because they 
feel that everyone is in the same boat. 

TO-BE LEADERSHIP CANVAS

FRONTLINE MANAGERS 
SERVE CUSTOMERS, NOT THE BOSS
Current activities of BRG’s frontline leaders vs. the activities employees think they should be doing
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With the stage set, the subteams present the to-
be profiles, hanging their canvases on the walls so 
that the audience can easily see them. Typically, the 
subteam that focused on frontline leaders will go 
first. After the presentation, the attendees are each 
given three Post-it notes and told to put one next to 
their favorite Leadership Profile. And if they find 
that canvas especially compelling, they can put up 
to three Post-its on it. 

After all the votes are in, the company’s senior 
executives probe the attendees about why they 
voted as they did. The same process is then repeated 
for the two other leadership levels. (We find it easier 
to deal with each level separately and sequentially, 
and that doing so increases voters’ recall of the 
discussion.)

After about four hours everyone in attendance 
has a clear picture of the current Leadership Profile 
of each level, the completed Blue Ocean Leadership 
Grids, and a selection of to-be Leadership Profiles 
that could create a significant change in leadership 
performance. Armed with this information and the 
votes and comments of attendees, the top manag-
ers convene outside the fair room and decide which 
to-be Leadership Profile to move forward on at each 

level. Then they return and explain their decisions 
to the fair’s participants. 

At BRG, more than 125 people voted on the pro-
files, and fair attendees greeted the three that were 
selected with enthusiasm. The tagline for front-
line leaders’ to-be profile (opposite page) was “Cut 
Through the Crap.” (Sadly, this was later refined to 

“Cut Through to Serve Customers.”) In this profile, 
frontline leaders did not defer the vast majority of 
customer queries to middle management and spent 
less time jumping through procedural hoops. Their 
time was directed to training frontline personnel to 
deliver on company promises on the spot, resolve 
customer problems, quickly help customers in dis-
tress, and make meaningful cross-sales—leadership 
acts and activities that fired up the frontline workers, 
were sure to excite customers, and would have a di-
rect impact on the company’s bottom line.

“Liberate, Coach, and Empower” was the tagline 
for middle management’s to-be profile (above). Here 
leaders’ time and attention shifted from controlling 
to supporting employees. This involved eliminating 
and reducing a range of oversight activities—such as 
requiring weekly reports on customer calls received 
and funds spent on office supplies—that sapped peo-

TO-BE LEADERSHIP CANVAS

MIDDLE MANAGERS  
MORE COACHING, LESS CONTROL
Current activities of BRG’s midlevel leaders vs. the activities employees think they should be doing

SH
AR

E 
BE

ST
 P

RA
CT

IC
ES

 

AC
RO

SS
 TE

AM
S

SE
T P

ER
FO

RM
AN

CE
  

GOAL
S 

TO
GET

HER

CO
AC

H P
EO

PL
E

EM
PO

W
ER

 F
RO

NTL
IN

E 

M
AN

AG
ER

S 
TO

 S
TR

ET
CH

 

TH
EM

SE
LV

ES

EX
PL

AI
N TH

E  

ST
RA

TE
GY

 C
LE

AR
LY

CR
EA

TE
 A

 S
AF

E  

EN
VI

RO
NM

EN
T  

FO
R 

LE
AR

NIN
G

SP
EN

D 
TI

M
E 

W
IT

H  

SE
NIO

R 
M

AN
AG

ER
S

RE
QUI

RE
 A

ND 
RE

VI
EW

 

JU
ST

IF
IC

AT
IO

NS 
FO

R 

DE
CI

SI
ONS 

FR
OM

 B
EL

OW

EN
FO

RC
E 

CO
M

PL
IA

NCE
 

W
IT

H S
PE

CI
FI

ED
 R

EP
ORT

IN
G 

RE
QUI

RE
M

EN
TS

 FO
R 

BU
SI

NES
S 

AC
TI

VI
TI

ES

RE
QUE

ST
 F

RE
QUE

NT A
ND 

DE
TA

IL
ED

 P
RO

GRE
SS

 R
EP

ORT
S 

ON IN
IT

IA
TI

VE
S

M
AK

E 
M

ORE
 TH

AN
 O

NE 

PE
RS

ON R
ES

PO
NSI

BL
E 

FO
R 

TH
E 

SA
M

E 
IN

IT
IA

TI
VE

HIGH

LOW

TIME AND EFFORT

AS-IS 
LEADERSHIP 
PROFILE 
CONTROL AND 
PLAY SAFE

TO-BE LEADERSHIP  
PROFILE 
LIBERATE, COACH,  
AND EMPOWER

AL
IG

N R
EW

AR
DS

  

W
IT

H P
ER

FO
RM

AN
CE

ELIMINATE REDUCE RAISE CREATE

KEY LEADERSHIP
 

ACTIV
IT

IE
S

May 2014 Harvard Business Review 9

FOR ARTICLE REPRINTS CALL 800-988-0886 OR 617-783-7500, OR VISIT HBR.ORG

http://hbr.org


TO-BE LEADERSHIP CANVAS

SENIOR MANAGERS 
FROM THE DAY-TO-DAY TO THE BIG PICTURE

if they could finally get their heads above water and 
see the beauty of the ocean they had to chart. 

The trickiest to-be Leadership Profile was middle 
management’s. Letting go of control and empower-
ing the people below them can be tough for folks in 
this organizational tier. But the to-be Leadership 
Profiles of both frontline and senior management 
helped clear the path to change at this level.

4. Institutionalize new leadership practices. 
After the fair is over, the original subteam members 
communicate the results to the people they inter-
viewed who were not at the fair. 

Organizations then distribute the agreed-on to-
be profiles to the leaders at each level. The subteam 
members hold meetings with leaders to walk them 
through their canvases, explaining what should be 
eliminated, reduced, raised, and created. This step 
reinforces the buy-in that the initiative has been 
building by briefing leaders throughout the organi-
zation on key findings at each step of the process and 
tapping many of them for input. And because every 
leader is in effect the buyer of another level of leader-
ship, all managers will be working to change, know-

ple’s energy and kept frontline leaders at their desks. 
The profile also included new actions aimed at man-
aging, disseminating, and integrating the knowledge 
of frontline leaders and their staff. In practical terms, 
this meant spending much more time providing 
face-to-face coaching and feedback. 

The tagline for the to-be profile of senior manage-
ment (above) was “Delegate and Chart the Compa-
ny’s Future.” With the acts and activities of frontline 
and middle managers reset, senior managers would 
be freed up to devote a significant portion of their 
time to thinking about the big picture—the changes 
in the industry and their implications for strategy 
and the organization. They would spend less time 
putting out fires.

The board members who attended the leader-
ship fair felt strongly that the to-be Leadership Pro-
files supported the interests of customers as well 
as shareholders’ profit and growth objectives. The 
frontline leaders were energized and ready to charge 
ahead. Senior managers went from feeling towed un-
der the waves by all the middle-management duties 
they had to coordinate and attend to, to feeling as 

Current activities of BRG’s senior managers vs. the activities employees think they should be doing
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ing that their bosses will be doing the same thing on 
the basis of input they directly provided.

The leaders are then charged with passing the 
message along to their direct reports and explaining 
to them how the new Leadership Profiles will allow 
them to be more effective. To keep the new profiles 
top of mind, the to-be canvases are pinned up prom-
inently in the offices of both the leaders and their 
reports. Leaders are tasked with holding regular 
monthly meetings at which they gather their direct 
reports’ feedback on how well they’re making the 
transition to the new profiles. All comments must be 
illustrated with specific examples. Has the leader cut 
back on the acts and activities that were to be elimi-
nated and reduced in the new Leadership Profile? If 
yes, how? If not, in what instances was she still en-
gaging in them? Likewise, is she focusing more on 
what does add value and doing the new activities in 
her profile? Though the meetings can be unnerving 
at first—both for employees who have to critique the 
boss and for the bosses whose actions are being ex-
posed to scrutiny—it doesn’t take long before a team 
spirit and mutual respect take hold, as all people see 
how the changes in leadership are positively influ-
encing their performance. 

Through the changes highlighted by the to-be 
profiles, BRG was able to deepen its leadership 
strength and achieve high impact at lower cost. Con-
sider the results produced just at the frontline level: 
Turnover of BRG’s 10,000-plus frontline employees 
dropped from about 40% to 11% in the first year, 
reducing both recruitment and training costs by 
some 50%. The total savings, including those from 
decreased absenteeism, amounted to more than  
$50 million that year. On top of that, BRG’s customer 
satisfaction scores climbed by over 30%, and lead-
ers at all levels reported feeling less stressed, more 
energized by their ability to act, and more confident 
that they were making a greater contribution to 
the company, customers, and their own personal 
development.

Execution Is Built into the Four Steps 
Any change initiative faces skepticism. Think of it 
as the “bend over—here it comes again” syndrome. 
While blue ocean leadership also meets such a reac-
tion initially, it counters it by building good execu-
tion into the process. The four steps are founded on 
the principles of fair process: engagement, expla-
nation, and expectation clarity. The power of these 
principles cannot be overstated, and we have writ-

ten extensively about their impact on the quality of 
execution for over 20 years. (See, for example, our 
article “Fair Process: Managing in the Knowledge 
Economy,” HBR July–August 1997.)

In the leadership development context, the ap-
plication of fair process achieves buy-in and owner-
ship of the to-be Leadership Profiles and builds trust, 
preparing the ground for implementation. The prin-
ciples are applied in a number of ways, with the most 
important practices being:

• Respected senior managers spearhead the 
process. Their engagement is not ceremonial; they 
conduct interviews and draw the canvases. This 
strongly signals the importance of the initiative, 
which makes people at all levels feel respected and 
gives senior managers a visceral sense of what ac-
tions are needed to create a step change in leadership 
performance. Here’s a typical employee reaction: “At 
first, I thought this was just one of those initiatives 
where management loves to talk about the need for 
change but then essentially goes back to doing what 
they’ve always done. But when I saw that leading 
senior managers were driving the process and roll-
ing up their sleeves to push the change, I thought to 
myself, ‘Hmm…they may just finally mean it.’”

• People are engaged in defining what leaders 
should do. Since the to-be profiles are generated 
with the employees’ own input, people have confi-
dence in the changes made. The process also makes 
them feel more deeply engaged with their leaders, 
because they have greater ownership of what their 
leaders are doing. Here’s what people told us: “Se-
nior management said they were going to come and 
talk to people at all levels to understand what we 
need our leaders to do and not do, so we could thrive. 
And I thought, ‘I’ll believe it when someone comes 
knocking on my door.’ And then they knocked.”

• People at all levels have a say in the final de-
cision. A slice of the organization across the three 
management levels gets to vote in selecting the 
new Leadership Profiles. Though the top managers 
have the final say on the to-be profiles and may not 
choose those with the most votes, they are required 
to provide a clear, sound explanation for their deci-
sions in front of all attendees. Here’s some typical 
feedback: “The doubts we had that our comments 
were just paid lip service to were dispelled when we 
saw how our inputs were figured into the to-be pro-
files. We realized then that our voices were heard.” 

• It’s easy to assess whether expectations are be-
ing met. Clarity about what needs to change to move 

Leaders at all 
levels reported 
feeling less 
stressed, more 
energized by 
their ability to 
act, and more 
confident 
that they were 
making a 
contribution  
to the company.
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from the as-is to the to-be Leadership Profiles makes 
it simple to monitor progress. The monthly review 
meetings between leaders and their direct reports 
help the organization check whether it’s making 
headway. We’ve found that those meetings keep 
leaders honest, motivate them to continue with 
change, and build confidence in both the process 
and the sincerity of the leaders. By collecting feed-
back from those meetings, top management can as-
sess how rapidly leaders are making the shift from 
their as-is to their to-be Leadership Profiles, which 
becomes a key input in annual performance evalu-
ations. This is what people say: “With the one-page 
visual of our old and new Leadership Profiles, we can 
easily track the progress in moving from the old to 

the new. In it, everyone can see with clarity precisely 
where we are in closing the gap.” 

Essentially, the gift that fair process confers is 
trust and, hence, voluntary cooperation, a quality 
vital to the leader-follower relationship. Anyone 
who has ever worked in an organization under-
stands how important trust is. If you trust the pro-
cess and the people you work for, you’re willing to go 
the extra mile and give your best. If you don’t trust 
them, you’ll stick to the letter of the law that binds 
your contract with the organization and devote 
your energy to protecting your position and fight-
ing over turf rather than to winning customers and 
creating value. Not only will your abilities be wasted, 
but they will often work against your organization’s 
performance.

Becoming a Blue Ocean Leader
We never cease to be amazed by the talent and en-
ergy we see in the organizations we study. Sadly, we 
are equally amazed by how much of it is squandered 
by poor leadership. Blue ocean leadership can help 
put an end to that.

The Leadership Canvases give people a concrete, 
visual framework in which they can surface and dis-
cuss the improvements leaders need to make. The 
fairness of the process makes the implementation 
and monitoring of those changes far easier than in 
traditional top-down approaches. Moreover, blue 
ocean leadership achieves a transformation with less 
time and effort, because leaders are not trying to al-
ter who they are and break the habits of a lifetime. 
They are simply changing the tasks they carry out. 
Better yet, one of the strengths of blue ocean leader-
ship is its scalability. You don’t have to wait for your 
company’s top leadership to launch this process. 
Whatever management level you belong to, you can 
awaken the sleeping potential of your people by tak-
ing them through the four steps. 

Are you ready to be a blue ocean leader? 
HBR Reprint R1405C 

“Sometimes I wonder what it is exactly you’re grooming me for.”
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Blue ocean leadership achieves a transformation 
with less time and effort, because leaders are not 
trying to alter who they are.
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