
The Value of Certifying Your Leadership Team 
How certification strengthens  

individual leaders, improves team effectiveness,  
and creates value for the organization 

M any organizations expect their senior leaders to think strategically. Far fewer have 
established a common standard for what strategic leadership actually involves – or a 

reliable way of determining whether their leaders possess the required knowledge and 
discipline. 

Executives are normally appointed because they have demonstrated functional expertise, 
leadership ability, industry knowledge, and a record of producing results. Yet being an 
excellent financial, operational, marketing, human resources, or technology leader does not 
automatically make someone an effective strategic leader. 

Strategic leadership requires a broader set of capabilities. Leaders must be able to interpret a 
changing environment, distinguish strategically important signals from operational noise, 
challenge assumptions, make deliberate choices, align resources, work across organizational 
boundaries, and sustain execution when immediate pressures compete for attention. 

Research reinforces the difficulty of combining these capabilities. In one survey of nearly 700 
executives, only 8% of senior leaders were rated as highly effective at both strategy and 
execution.  

This is the need that strategic leadership development is intended to address. Certification 
adds another dimension: it establishes that a leader has not simply attended a program but 
has completed defined requirements and demonstrated an acceptable level of understanding. 

The central business question, however, remains: Does certification create enough additional 
value to justify its additional cost? 

The answer depends heavily on what the certification represents. A credential based 
primarily on attendance offers limited organizational value. A certification based on relevant 
learning, practical application, knowledge checks, assignments, and an integrative 
assessment can provide considerably greater value – particularly when all members of an 
intact leadership team complete it together. 
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	 What Certification Adds to Leadership Development 
Mastering Strategy helps an intact leadership team develop the shared knowledge, disciplines, 
and practices required to make strategy work. Certification adds accountability and assurance 
by requiring individual leaders to demonstrate that they understand those disciplines and 
practices, and can apply them to real strategic situations. 

For example, the Certified Strategic Leader designation associated with Mastering Strategy 
requires participants to complete all six modules, participate in the program’s assignments 
and module-level checks, and successfully complete a final integrative assessment. The 
assessment is intended to confirm that participants understand how the different elements 
of strategic leadership fit together – from interpreting context and identifying strategic 
issues to making choices, aligning the organization, and sustaining execution. 

Certification therefore adds four elements to the development experience. 

✓ First, it adds accountability. Participants know from the outset that they will be 
expected to demonstrate what they have learned. 

✓ Second, it adds reinforcement. Knowledge checks, assignments, and assessment 
require participants to revisit, integrate, and apply the material rather than simply 
encounter it once. 

✓ Third, it adds assurance. The organization receives evidence that participants have 
met a defined program standard. 

✓ Fourth, it adds recognition. Leaders receive a credential that acknowledges their 
investment and accomplishment. 

Research suggests that well-designed leadership development programs can produce 
benefits beyond the learning experience itself. Participants are more likely to retain what they 
learn, apply it in their work, and contribute to improved organizational performance. 

Certification is not what produces all of those benefits. The learning experience remains the 
primary source of development. Certification can, however, strengthen the conditions under 
which learning is retained, applied, and taken seriously. 

–  –2



	 The Value to the Individual Leader 
The most immediate beneficiary of certification is the individual leader. 

1.	 Greater strategic confidence 
Many executives are highly confident within their functional disciplines but less certain when 
dealing with enterprise-wide strategic questions. A structured certification process gives 
leaders a broader understanding of how strategy is developed, translated, enabled, and 
sustained. 

This does not mean that every leader will become a strategy specialist. It means that each 
leader becomes better equipped to participate in strategic conversations, examine 
alternatives, identify implications, and contribute beyond the boundaries of a functional role. 

That confidence can be particularly valuable when leaders are asked to address unfamiliar 
markets, disruptive technologies, changing customer expectations, major investments, 
organizational restructuring, or other issues for which there is no established operational 
answer. 

2.	 Stronger strategic judgment 
Certification cannot eliminate poor judgment. But it can give leaders a more disciplined 
process through which to exercise judgment. 

Certified leaders should be better prepared to distinguish an objective from an initiative, an 
important issue from a strategic priority, a performance measure from a desired result, and a 
genuine strategic choice from a collection of aspirations. 

They should also be more capable of asking questions such as: 

• What assumptions are we making? 

• What evidence supports this choice? 

• What alternatives have we rejected? 

• What capabilities will this strategy require? 

• What will we stop or deprioritize? 

• How will we know whether the strategy is working? 

• What changes in the environment would cause us to reconsider? 
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The benefit is not simply knowing the terminology. It is developing a habit of bringing 
strategic discipline to consequential decisions. 

3.	 A broader enterprise perspective 
Senior leaders frequently arrive at the leadership table representing different functions. 
Although this diversity is valuable, it can also cause strategic issues to be interpreted 
primarily through functional interests. 

Strategic leadership certification encourages leaders to adopt an enterprise perspective. The 
certified leader is expected to consider what is best for the organization as a whole, even 
when the implications may be difficult for the leader’s own function. 

This shift is important because leadership is inherently collective. The Center for Creative 
Leadership defines leadership in terms of producing direction, alignment, and commitment—
outcomes that require people to work together rather than operate as isolated individuals. 

4.	 Professional credibility and recognition 
A meaningful certification provides evidence that the leader has made a deliberate 
investment in strategic leadership capability and has completed more than a general 
management course. 

For the individual, the credential can strengthen a professional profile, support advancement 
into broader leadership responsibilities, and demonstrate readiness for positions requiring 
enterprise-level thinking. 

The credential should not be represented as a professional licence or a guarantee of superior 
performance. Its credibility depends on the quality and rigour of the certification process, 
including what participants are required to learn, complete, and demonstrate. Nevertheless, it 
provides visible evidence that the leader has completed a defined program of learning and 
demonstrated an acceptable level of understanding. 

5.	 Greater personal accountability 
When participation is entirely informal, leaders may engage with some parts of a program 
more deeply than others. Certification creates a reason to complete the assignments, retain 
the concepts, and connect the material across modules. 
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The assessment requirement sends an important message: strategic leadership is not 
merely an interesting topic. It is an expected leadership capability. 

	 The Value to the Leadership Team 
The case for certification becomes stronger when an intact leadership team completes the 
process together. 

An organization does not execute strategy through a collection of separately trained 
individuals. It executes through leaders who must interpret issues, make choices, allocate 
resources, resolve disagreements, and coordinate action together. 

Research on teamwork interventions has found that training can produce meaningful 
improvements in both teamwork and performance. One systematic review reported positive 
effects across different forms of team training, with particularly strong performance 
improvements among intact teams. 

1.	 A shared language 
Leadership teams often use familiar strategic terms—priority, objective, initiative, alignment, 
accountability, execution—without necessarily attaching the same meaning to them. 

One leader may use “priority” to describe a critical organizational outcome. Another may use 
it to describe a major project. A third may regard every important responsibility as a priority. 

A common certification process gives the leadership team a more consistent vocabulary. 
Shared terminology does not guarantee agreement, but it makes disagreements easier to 
identify and resolve. Leaders can spend less time talking past one another and more time 
addressing the substance of the issue. 

2.	 A shared standard of strategic discipline 
When only one or two leaders have been trained in a particular approach, those individuals 
must continually translate, explain, and advocate for it. Over time, they may become 
frustrated or simply tire of trying to educate colleagues who do not share the same 
understanding or commitment. The capability remains concentrated and may disappear 
altogether if those leaders leave.. 

When the full leadership team is certified, strategic discipline becomes a collective 
expectation. Every leader is accountable for applying the same basic principles. 
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The chief executive no longer has to be the only person asking whether the organization has 
too many priorities. The strategy leader no longer has to be the only person questioning 
assumptions. The chief financial officer is not solely responsible for testing economic 
implications, and the human resources leader is not alone in examining capability and 
cultural requirements. 

Certification distributes responsibility for making strategy work. 

3.	 Better-quality strategic conversations 
A leadership team with a common foundation can move more quickly into the questions that 
matter. 

Instead of repeatedly revisiting basic distinctions or debating process, the team can devote 
more of its attention to interpreting evidence, exploring alternatives, testing assumptions, 
and making choices. 

Strategic disagreement does not disappear – and it should not. Healthy disagreement can 
improve decisions. The benefit is that disagreement becomes more informed and 
constructive. Leaders have a shared process through which to examine different 
perspectives rather than allowing discussions to be dominated by hierarchy, personality, or 
functional advocacy. 

4.	 Stronger cross-functional alignment 
Strategic execution normally requires cooperation among several functions. A growth 
strategy may require coordinated decisions involving marketing, sales, operations, 
technology, finance, human resources, and customer support. 

Problems arise when leaders support the strategy in principle but act on it differently. One 
function changes direction while another protects existing practices. One leader invests 
while another reduces resources. One business unit optimizes its own results at the expense 
of the enterprise. 

Research has established a positive relationship between strategic alignment and 
organizational performance. However, agreement is only valuable when the team is aligned 
around the right priorities. 

Certification can help teams pursue both forms of alignment: alignment around what the 
strategy means and discipline in testing whether the strategy remains appropriate. 
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5.	 Mutual accountability 
When everyone has completed the same requirements, team members can hold one another 
to the standard without the conversation appearing personal. 

A leader can ask, “Is this genuinely a strategic priority?” or “What are we prepared to stop?” 
because these are recognized strategic disciplines, not simply one executive’s preferred way 
of working. 

Over time, the team becomes better able to correct itself. That self-correcting capability may 
be one of the most important long-term benefits of certifying an intact leadership team. 

	 The Value to the Organization 
The organization benefits when strategic leadership capability becomes more consistent, 
more widely distributed, and less dependent on a small number of individuals. 

1.	 Better translation of strategy into execution 
Most organizations do not fail because every leader rejects the strategy. More often, strategy 
weakens as it is translated into goals, initiatives, budgets, decisions, operating routines, and 
day-to-day trade-offs. 

Certified strategic leaders should be better equipped to maintain the connection between 
strategic intent and operational action. They can ask whether initiatives actually support the 
priorities, whether resources reflect the stated choices, whether measures capture the 
intended results, and whether management routines keep the strategy visible. 

2.	 More disciplined resource allocation 
Every strategic choice has resource implications. When a new priority is added without 
removing or scaling back existing commitments, the result is usually overload rather than 
focus. 

A strategically capable leadership team is more likely to recognize trade-offs, challenge 
initiative proliferation, and redirect resources when evidence indicates that an activity is no 
longer producing sufficient value. 
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Even modest improvements in resource allocation can justify the cost of certification. 
Stopping one low-value project, reducing duplication between functions, or avoiding an 
unnecessary external expenditure may recover the entire investment. 

3.	 Reduced dependence on individual executives 
Organizations often rely heavily on a chief executive, founder, strategy officer, or experienced 
board member to provide strategic discipline. 

That dependence creates risk. Decisions may deteriorate when the key individual is 
unavailable, leaves the organization, or becomes absorbed by other priorities. 

Certifying the entire leadership team helps create institutional capability. Knowledge is 
distributed, common practices are established, and more leaders are able to carry strategic 
responsibilities. 

This supports succession, continuity, and organizational resilience. 

4.	 Stronger leadership succession 
Potential successors to senior roles are often evaluated on their ability to lead a function. 
Enterprise leadership requires more. 

Strategic leadership certification provides one way of preparing and assessing leaders for 
broader responsibilities. It can form part of a succession process by establishing that 
candidates have been exposed to a common strategic framework and have demonstrated 
their understanding of it. 

Certification should not replace performance evidence, experience, judgment, or executive 
assessment. It can complement them by providing a defined developmental standard. 

5.	 A visible commitment to leadership quality 
When an organization certifies its full leadership team, it signals that strategic capability is 
not being left to chance. 

The credential can support conversations with boards, investors, employees, partners, and 
potential leadership recruits. It demonstrates that the organization has invested in a 
consistent approach to how its leaders think, decide, align, and act together. 
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The external signal may be useful, but the internal signal is more important: strategy is part 
of every senior leader’s job. 

	 Can the Benefits Be Quantified? 
The benefits can be quantified, but organizations should resist claiming more precision than 
the evidence supports. 

There is no defensible formula that says certifying ten leaders will automatically increase 
revenue by a particular percentage. Organizational performance is influenced by market 
conditions, competitive behaviour, strategy quality, capital, technology, talent, execution, and 
many other factors. 

The effects of certification are also intertwined with the effects of the underlying leadership 
development program. It can be difficult to determine precisely how much improvement 
came from the workshops, how much came from certification requirements, and how much 
resulted from other organizational changes. 

This does not mean the value cannot be measured. It means it should be measured through 
a combination of evidence. 

The value of leadership development should be assessed by more than attendance or 
participant satisfaction. The more important questions are whether leaders learned something 
useful, applied it in their work, and contributed to better team and organizational results. 

A practical evaluation should examine four levels. 

1. Capability 
Did the leaders acquire and demonstrate the intended knowledge? 

This can be assessed through quizzes, assignments, case applications, and a final 
integrative assessment. Certification provides direct evidence at this level. 

2. Behaviour 
Are leaders applying the disciplines in their work? 

The organization can examine whether leaders are testing assumptions, clarifying trade-offs, 
reducing initiative overload, defining accountability, reviewing strategic measures, and 
addressing cross-functional barriers more consistently. 
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These changes can be assessed through observation, leadership-team reviews, employee 
feedback, and pre- and post-program diagnostics. 

3. Team effectiveness 
Is the leadership team operating differently? 

Potential indicators include: 

• Time required to make major decisions 

• Percentage of strategic decisions with clearly documented owners and rationale 

• Number of priorities and active strategic initiatives 

• Frequency of unresolved cross-functional issues 

• Leadership-meeting time spent on strategic rather than operational matters 

• Percentage of strategic initiatives on track 

• Frequency with which resources are reallocated in response to evidence 

• Leadership-team alignment scores 

4. Business results 
Are improved leadership practices contributing to measurable organizational outcomes? 

Relevant measures will depend on the company’s strategy. They might include revenue from 
strategic growth initiatives, margin improvement, project delivery, productivity, customer 
retention, employee retention, innovation cycle time, cost reduction, or completion of 
transformation milestones. 

Organizations can assess the value of certification by tracking a small number of relevant 
changes over time, such as improved decision-making, stronger alignment, better execution, 
or progress on key strategic priorities. 

	 A Conservative Break-Even Test 
The simplest way to justify certification is not to promise a dramatic return. It is to determine 
how little improvement would be required for the investment to pay for itself. 
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Consider an intact leadership team of ten people. 

At a certification fee of $500 per participant, the direct cost would be $5,000. Assume, for 
illustration, that each leader also spends six hours completing assessments and certification 
requirements. At an estimated loaded cost of $175 per leadership hour, the time investment 
would be $10,500. 

The estimated total investment would therefore be: 

✓ Certification fees: $5,000 

✓ Leadership time: $10,500 

✓ Total investment: $15,500 

The investment would break even if the certification process contributed to any one of the 
following over the next year: 

• Releasing approximately 89 hours of leadership time across the whole team 

• Avoiding $15,500 in duplicated, delayed, or unnecessary work 

• Preventing 1.55% of avoidable expenditure on a $1 million strategic initiative 

• Identifying and stopping one project costing $15,500 that no longer supports the 
strategy 

• Accelerating revenue or savings with a present value of $15,500 

• Preventing a combination of smaller decision, meeting, rework, and resource-
allocation costs totalling $15,500 

These are not predictions. They are break-even thresholds. 

For a leadership team responsible for millions of dollars in revenue, cost, investment, and 
organizational capacity, the threshold is relatively modest. One better resource-allocation 
decision may be sufficient. One avoided mistake may be sufficient. A small improvement in the 
productivity of recurring leadership meetings may recover a substantial portion of the cost. 

The investment does not need to produce a dramatic improvement to pay for itself. Helping 
the leadership team make even one better decision, avoid one unnecessary expense, or 
redirect resources from a low-value initiative may be enough. 
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	 Measuring the Incremental Value of Certification 
An organization that wants to isolate the value of certification should compare it with the 
likely results of program participation alone. 

Before the program begins, it can identify the behaviours that certification is intended to 
reinforce—for example, completion of assignments, retention of core concepts, use of a 
common framework, and demonstrated ability to integrate the material. 

It can then assess whether leaders pursuing certification: 

• Complete more of the applied work 

• Demonstrate stronger knowledge retention 

• Apply the tools more consistently 

• Show greater confidence in strategic discussions 

• Contribute more effectively to cross-functional decisions 

• Maintain the disciplines for longer after the program ends 

Where an organization has multiple cohorts, it may eventually be possible to compare 
certified and non-certified groups. In smaller organizations, interviews, assessments, 
observed behaviour, and business indicators will provide more practical evidence than a 
formal controlled study. 

The evaluation does not have to be academically perfect to be managerially useful. It does 
need to be honest, consistent, and connected to outcomes the organization values. 

	 When Certification Is Most Likely to Be Worthwhile 
Certification is most valuable when the organization needs more than individual exposure to 
strategic concepts. 

The case is particularly strong when: 

• The leadership team is expected to make major strategic decisions together 

• Strategy execution depends on extensive cross-functional coordination 

• The organization has experienced shifting priorities or initiative overload 
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• Leaders interpret the strategy differently 

• Strategic capability is concentrated in one or two people 

• The organization is preparing successors for enterprise roles 

• The business is entering a period of growth, restructuring, transformation, or 
leadership transition 

• The board or chief executive wants greater assurance that leaders understand their 
strategic responsibilities 

Certification will be less valuable when it is treated primarily as a ceremonial credential, 
when assessments do not require meaningful understanding, or when the organization has 
no intention of reinforcing the practices after the program. 

	 Why Certification Is Priced Separately 
The Mastering Strategy program fee covers the leadership team’s learning experience, 
including the six modules, program materials, exercises, and facilitated conversations. 

Certification is optional and involves additional work beyond participation in the program. 
The facilitator must track each candidate’s participation, while Strategic Retreats Inc. 
reviews the quiz completed after each module, evaluates the final integrative assessment, 
maintains certification records, and confirms that all requirements have been met before 
issuing the Certified Strategic Leader designation and certificate. 

Pricing certification separately also means that organizations pay for it only when they want 
the additional accountability, assessment, and formal recognition it provides. Including these 
costs in the program fee would require every client to pay for certification, whether or not all 
participants intended to pursue the designation. The separate fee therefore preserves choice 
while ensuring that the certification process is administered with the care and rigour required 
to make the credential meaningful. 

	 Certification Is an Assurance Mechanism, Not a Guarantee 
It is important not to overstate what certification can accomplish. 

A certified leader can still make a poor decision. A certified leadership team can still pursue 
the wrong strategy. Market conditions can change, competitors can respond unexpectedly, 
and execution problems can arise for reasons that no development program could prevent. 
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Certification does not guarantee strategic success. 

What it can provide is greater assurance that leaders possess a shared foundation, 
understand the disciplines expected of them, and have demonstrated their ability to 
integrate those disciplines. 

Its value is therefore similar to other forms of organizational capability investment. The 
company is not purchasing a guaranteed financial outcome. It is reducing the likelihood that 
major strategic responsibilities will be handled inconsistently, informally, or without 
adequate preparation. 

	 The Business Case in One Sentence 
Certifying the full leadership team gives the organization greater assurance that every 
leader has understood the program, met a common standard, and can apply the disciplines 
needed to make strategy work. 

The most convincing justification is not that certified leaders will automatically produce a 
particular financial return. 

It is that leaders routinely make decisions worth hundreds of thousands or millions of 
dollars. If certification helps the team make even a small number of those decisions more 
clearly, more quickly, and with greater alignment, the investment can pay for itself many 
times over. 

Ultimately, the designation matters because of the capability behind it. 

A leadership team composed of Certified Strategic Leaders should not simply know more 
about strategy. It should be better equipped to think together, make deliberate choices, align 
the organization, and turn strategy into results. 

The Value In Participant Certification 260713
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