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Nobody gets handed a 
leadership role and 
thinks to themselves 
"I am absolutely not 
ready for this."

That is not how promotions work. You earned it. You showed 
up, did the work, and proved yourself in ways that mattered. 
The title was supposed to be the reward.

And then you met your team. Your team had opinions. One of 
them had a whole personality that nobody mentioned during 
the interview process.

What you are about to read is what happens in that gap 
between getting the role and actually knowing how to lead 
the people in it. What creates it, what it costs, and what it 
actually takes to close it for good.

Leadership development research is consistent on one thing. 
The skills that make someone a top performer are different 
from the skills that make someone an effective leader of 
people.



Section 1: The Promotion Trap
Here is how it usually goes.

A top performer is outstanding. Reliable, skilled, and the kind of person everyone respects. So they get 
promoted. Or maybe that top performer is you. You worked hard, earned the title, and stepped into leadership 
ready to make a difference.

Reality, as it turns out, had a different agenda.

Being exceptional at a job and being exceptional at leading people who do that job are two completely different 
skill sets. One is about personal performance. The other is about everything you cannot control. The 
personalities, the dynamics, the history, the resistance, and the deeply human complexity of getting a group of 
people to work together toward a common goal.

Most organizations promote top performers into leadership and then stand back and wait to see what happens. 
Some new leaders figure it out. Many do not. The ones who struggle are rarely struggling because they lack 
talent or commitment. They are struggling because nobody gave them what they actually needed to succeed.

That gap has a name. And it is more expensive than most organizations realize.

Section 2: What the Research Says
The evidence from decades of leadership development study points to the same conclusion. Doing your own 
work brilliantly and guiding others to do theirs are fundamentally different capabilities,  and one does not 
automatically prepare you for the other.

What does this  mean being a top performer requires technical expertise, task completion, and personal 
performance all of which are measurable and learnable. Leading people requires a different set of competencies 
entirely.



Leading people effectively demands:

Building trust across difference Navigating resistance without losing 
relationships

Holding people accountable while keeping 
them engaged

Regulating your own reactions when the 
situation is designed to provoke them

These are among the hardest skills in any organization. And they do not develop on their own just because 
someone has a new title.

Research on what distinguishes high performing leaders from struggling ones points consistently to the 
same factors:

Leadership Factor What It Requires

Relational Intelligence Building trust intentionally and consistently across a 
diverse team

Cultural Awareness Navigating team dynamics across lines of difference 
with skill and humility

Advocacy and Support Championing the people you lead rather than 
managing them from a distance

High Expectations Holding people to a standard while providing the 
support that makes it achievable

Mental Fitness Leading under pressure without becoming the 
source of the problem

These competencies are developed through sustained practice, real feedback, and coaching that helps a 
leader understand what to do and why it works. Most first time leaders never get that. And the 
organizations that employ them pay for it in ways that show up in their retention data, their culture surveys, 
and their exit interviews.



Section 3: The Five Things First Time 
Leaders Need (Part 1 of 2)
First time leaders who aren't intentionally prepared have to figure it out as they go. These are the five things 
they actually need to succeed, and rarely receive.

A real understanding of what it means to lead people, not just manage 
tasks
Most first time leaders come in focused on the work. What they underestimate is that the 
work does not move without the relationships underneath it. Trust is the infrastructure that 
everything else runs on. The reframe is this - your job is to create the conditions where your 
team can get the work done. That shift sounds subtle, but it changes everything.

A framework for navigating difficult team members without losing 
themselves in the process
Every leader eventually encounters a staff member who tests them. The instinct for most 
new leaders is to address the behavior. What actually works is getting curious about what is 
driving it. 'Difficult' behavior is almost always communicating something: a fear, a frustration, 
or a story the staff member is telling themselves about what your leadership means for 
them. When you lead from curiosity instead of reaction, the dynamic shifts. It isn't always 
quick, but it shifts.

Cultural intelligence and the ability to lead across difference
Leading across difference requires having the self awareness to examine how your own 
identity, experiences, and assumptions shape the way you lead. Cultural intelligence is 
something you develop because without it you will keep making decisions that make sense 
to you based on your background and experience and confuse everyone else on your team.



Section 3: The Five Things First Time 
Leaders Need (Part 2 of 2)

The mental fitness to lead under pressure
The hard part of a difficult leadership situation is managing your own reaction to it in real 
time, in front of people, while trying to make a good decision. Mental fitness is the practice of 
catching your own patterns before they make decisions for you. Leaders who develop this 
handle pressure better and model something for their teams that no professional 
development session can teach.

A real developmental relationship, not a one time training
A real developmental relationship gives leaders something generic professional development 
cannot - application. The difference is someone who knows your specific context, can 
challenge your thinking in the moment, and helps you understand what happened and what 
to do differently next time. Information without application is just a very expensive notebook. 
What first time leaders need is someone in their corner who treats their growth like it 
matters.



Section 4: What It Costs When Nothing 
Changes
This is the part most organizations are suffering through.

What it costs the organization
The numbers on employee turnover are sobering:

Replacing one employee costs between 50% and 200% of their annual salary when you factor in 
recruiting, onboarding, lost productivity, and the impact on team morale

On a team of 40 people earning an average of $100,000, the difference between 80% retention and 94% 
retention is between $300,000 and $900,000 in avoided costs every single year

Gallup research shows that managers account for 70% of the variance in team employee engagement, 
meaning who leads the team matters more than almost any other organizational factor

Every time a good staff member leaves because their leader did not know how to lead them, the 
organization loses institutional knowledge, team cohesion, and the confidence of the people who stayed 
and watched it happen.

What it costs the leader
For the first time leader the cost shows up differently. The first year in leadership is often an audition. The 
decisions made during that time, and how they are communicated, have real consequences that follow a 
leader long after the moment has passed. Staff remember. Cultures form around those early decisions. 
Trust is established or eroded in ways that are very difficult to reverse. Leaders who do not get the right 
support in that first year often spend the next several years trying to undo the impact of decisions they did 
not have the tools to make well.

The good news is that this is a solvable problem. Solving it requires more than good intentions and a 
promotion announcement.



Section 5: What Good Leadership 
Development Actually Looks Like
Real leadership development is a process.

Pillar 1: Self Awareness
It starts with helping leaders understand 
themselves. Their strengths, their blind spots, 
their reactive patterns, and the assumptions 
they bring into every leadership interaction. Self 
awareness is the foundation that everything 
else is built on. Leaders who invest in this work 
show up with greater intentionality, make better 
decisions under pressure, and build trust with 
their teams faster.

Pillar 2: Sustained Practice
Development that sticks requires actual 
application of new skills in real situations, with 
real feedback from someone who can help the 
leader make sense of what happened and what 
to do differently next time. A workshop can 
introduce an idea. Sustained practice is what 
turns that idea into the way someone actually 
leads.

Pillar 3: Cultural Intelligence
Leading people across lines of difference 
requires leaders to examine their own 
assumptions and develop the perspective 
taking skills that build trust across a diverse 
team. Leaders who invest in this work build 
stronger coalitions, navigate complex dynamics 
with greater confidence, and create 
environments where every member of their 
team can contribute fully.

Pillar 4: Continuous Learning
Effective leadership development does not stop 
after initial training. Leaders need ongoing 
opportunities to learn, reflect, and refine their 
approach as they encounter new challenges 
and as their teams and contexts evolve. The 
leaders who grow most consistently are those 
who treat every experience as a source of new 
insight and remain open to changing how they 
lead.

Leaders developed across all four of these pillars build teams that are more engaged, more stable, and 
more capable of producing the outcomes that matter most to the communities they serve.

That is what effective leadership development produces. And it is exactly what most first time leaders 
deserve to receive.



About Dr. Bowes.
Dr. Bowes (Dr. B.) is the founder of Leadership That REACHES and the creator of a research based 
leadership development framework built on her doctoral dissertation, which examined how to build 
successful helping relationships when power and cultures differ. With over 30 years in education and 15 
years in leadership, she has built teams that consistently performed at a high level with a staff retention 
rate of 94%. She is trained in Positive Intelligence and intercultural development practices and is currently 
completing her first book.

Dr. B. translates research into practical tools that leaders can immediately apply within their organizations 
and communities. Her work is grounded in the belief that the best leaders are the ones who are brave 
enough to keep showing up, for their teams and continue to grow and learn.

30+
Years in Education
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Years in Leadership

94%
Staff Retention

Ready to Close the Gap?
If this resonated with you, here are a few ways to take the next step.

Let's grab a virtual coffee
If you are an organizational leader interested 
in bringing Leadership That REACHES to your 
team, start with a conversation. Schedule at: 
https://calendly.com/pleiniche-group/virtual-
coffee-1

Stay connected
Visit leadershipthatreaches.com and 
subscribe to get real talk about leadership 
delivered to your inbox every week.

https://calendly.com/pleiniche-group/virtual-coffee-1
https://calendly.com/pleiniche-group/virtual-coffee-1
https://www.leadershipthatreaches.com/


Sources and Further Reading
The data referenced in this guide draws from widely cited research in organizational effectiveness and 
workforce management.

On the cost of employee turnover:
Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM). Turnover Cost Calculation and Research. 
shrm.org. Research consistently shows that replacing one employee costs between 50% and 
200% of their annual salary when accounting for recruiting, onboarding, lost productivity, and 
team impact.

On the relationship between managers and employee engagement:
Gallup. State of the Global Workplace Report. gallup.com. Gallup's research across decades and 
industries consistently finds that managers account for 70% of the variance in team employee 
engagement. Who leads a team matters more than almost any other organizational factor.

On leadership development and helping relationships:
Leadership That REACHES draws from Dr. B.'s original doctoral dissertation research examining 
how to build successful helping relationships when power and cultures differ, and the practices 
most closely associated with trust, engagement, and effectiveness across lines of difference.


