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5 steps to implementing effective leadership intern program

Test drive potential candidates to find best and brightest to fill roles

BY KYLE COUCH

hat’s an organiza-

tion to do? On the

one hand, the cost

of recruiting, hir-
ing and training an outside ex-
ecutive to fill a role in an orga-
nization can be well into the six
figures. On the other hand, as
the belief goes, promoting the
best technical expert into a
leadership role can be the
worst thing for her and, often,
her team.

As many organizations turn
their attention back to employ-
ees following the economic
downturn, succession planning
and talent mapping are coming
back into focus. While many
firms make superficial at-
tempts to deal with this critical
process, others dig deep and
employ new, novel methods for
moving the best and brightest
up the ladder. One of these
methods is a leadership intern
program.

When most people think
about intern programs, the fo-
cus tends to be on entry-level
positions and apprenticeships.
However, when it comes to the
upper ranks of an organiza-
tion, it makes sense to test dri-
ve potential candidates.

Truth be told, a person’s in-
terest and desire to become a
people leader do not necessar-
ily translate into his ultimate
success in that role. Therefore,
preparing him for the demands
of the role, before he actually
takes it, may be of mutual ben-
efit.

If an organization finds it-
self struggling with talent
management, especially with
emerging leaders and “ready
now” leadership candidates, a
leadership intern program

may be just the answer.

5 things to keep in mind

There are a number of con-
siderations to keep in mind in
the development and imple-
mentation of the program:
*Approach — what is the pur-

pose of the program?

*Candidate selection — who
will participate in the process?

*Role — what roles will they
test drive?

*Time frame — how long will
the process last?

*Monitoring — who will be re-
sponsible for ongoing feed-
back?

Approach: Leadership intern
programs can be structured in
a number of ways. In a more
traditional approach, the pro-
gram is initiated in conjunction
with a leader’s exit strategy for
retirement or promotion. In
these cases, an intern assumes
the role on a given date to en-
sure a seamless transition. A
more progressive approach in-
volves programs being initiated
for discreet terms for a pool of
potential leaders. In this case,
the goal is to ensure there are
sufficient leaders, ready to
move whenever the need aris-
es. This also allows organiza-
tions to test out a number of
candidates before they are
needed. If some are not right
for the position, their career
paths can be adjusted.

Candidate selection: Google
has often been praised for how
it operates internally. While
many of its practices are wide-
ly reported on, one element is
still under the radar. It essen-
tially has a pick of the litter
when it comes to talent and it
hires at will. However, once a
candidate is on the payroll, she
is asked if she wants to be on a

technical or leadership track.
This ensures Google does not
violate the first rule of succes-
sion planning — if the person
doesn’t want to move up, don’t
move her up.

Therefore, when selecting
future interns, be sure they
want to participate in the pro-
gram. In addition, when select-
ing candidates, ensure the se-
lection criteria are transparent
and established upfront to en-
sure a sense of fairness.

Role: Truly proactive orga-
nizations routinely plan for the
future. However, within a lead-
ership intern program, it is un-
likely a vice-president of sales
would voluntarily step out of
his role to allow a more junior
employee to practise. Most or-
ganizations can choose to use,
or create, a discreet role for the
interns to fill during the pro-
gram, such as vice-president of
special projects or continuous
improvement. The key is to
find roles that allow candidates
to feel the various pressures of
leadership without the added
risk of having them occupy
critical seats.

Time frame: Typically, a lead-
ership intern program lasts
anywhere from a fiscal quarter
to one full year. Depending on
the level, a longer time frame
would allow for “mid-course”
corrections and effective coach-
ing and feedback. The objective
is to ensure the candidate has
enough time to perform the du-
ties of a leader, including iden-
tifying areas of strength and
weakness within her group, de-
veloping plans to correct or en-
hance and following through.

Monitoring: Ongoing feed-
back is important. To maxi-
mize effectiveness, it’s best to
have at least two points of con-

tact for each intern. As candi-
dates are often in over their
heads at first, having a mentor
helps them deal with chal-
lenges and gain confidence
through the process. Ideally,
this individual is a veteran
leader who has the ability to
provide sound guidance and
advice to the candidate. There
must also be a mechanism to
provide feedback on a candi-
date’s performance and as-
sessments of his progress. Or-
ganizations with a defined list
of leadership competencies
have a leg up here. The second
advisor would likely be a mem-
ber of the human resources
group and have a tailored re-
port card to use in assessing
the candidate throughout the
process. This individual would
also be tasked with terminat-
ing the process if it is deter-
mined the candidate is not
suited for the role. In both cas-
es, it is important the candi-
date repeatedly be given feed-
back throughout the process.

The goal of any leadership
intern program is to help an
organization get to the next
level. While many develop-
ment interventions focus on
front-line staff and middle
management, this sort of pro-
gram will help an employer fo-
cus on the growth of senior
leaders.

This path will not only en-
sure a full and targeted leader-
ship pipeline, it will help con-
tinuously develop the best and
brightest by giving them the
challenges they seek.

Kyle Couch is vice-president of
the client learning experience
at The Beacon Group in
Toronto. He can be reached at
kyle@thebeacongroup.ca or
visit www.thebeacongroup.ca
for more information.
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