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Case Study: Enhancing Leadership Effectiveness Through Executive Assessment for Upper 
Management at a Financial Services Firm 

Narrative: 

In 2021, a prominent financial services firm (we’ll call it Pinnacle) with a strong presence in wealth 
management, investment banking, and insurance, faced a significant leadership challenge within its 
upper management. The firm, which managed over $150 billion in assets and employed more than 
5,000 people across the United States, was seeing inconsistent performance across its various 
departments. Despite a talented pool of managers, there were noticeable gaps in strategic alignment, 
decision-making, and leadership effectiveness, which were affecting the firm’s overall performance and 
its ability to respond to market shifts. 

The CEO, Mark, was concerned about the long-term implications of these management issues. Although 
Pinnacle had a solid reputation and a strong financial footing, the fast-paced and highly competitive 
nature of the financial services industry required dynamic, adaptable managers who could lead teams 
effectively and drive innovation. Mark realized that to maintain Pinnacle’s competitive edge, the 
performance of the upper management needed to improve significantly. 

To tackle these challenges, Mark decided to implement an executive assessment program aimed at 
evaluating and enhancing the leadership capabilities of the firm’s upper management. He brought in Dr. 
Thompson, an Industrial/Organizational (I/O) Psychologist with expertise in leadership development and 
organizational effectiveness. Dr. Thompson’s role was to design and implement a comprehensive 
assessment program that would provide insights into the strengths and development needs of 
Pinnacle’s upper management, ultimately enabling them to perform more effectively and align with the 
company’s strategic goals. 

The Upper Management Assessment Challenge 

Dr. Thompson began by reviewing Pinnacle’s leadership structure, recent performance data, and the 
challenges faced by its upper management team. She conducted one-on-one interviews with key 
managers, senior leadership, and department heads to gain a deeper understanding of the issues and 
identify areas for improvement. 

Dr. Thompson’s assessment revealed several key issues: 

• Gaps in Strategic Thinking and Decision-Making: Many managers demonstrated strong 
operational skills but lacked the ability to think strategically, leading to misalignment between 
department goals and overall organizational objectives. 

• Variability in Leadership Styles and Effectiveness: There was significant variability in leadership 
styles among the managers, with some struggling to adapt to the collaborative, client-centered 
culture of the company. This led to siloed thinking and poor cross-departmental collaboration. 

• Limited Adaptability and Innovation: Some managers were risk-averse and resistant to change, 
which hindered the company’s ability to innovate and stay competitive in the rapidly changing 
financial landscape. 
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• Succession Planning Challenges: With several senior managers nearing retirement, the 
company lacked clarity on which potential successors had the necessary skills to step into these 
roles, threatening the company’s long-term stability. 

Dr. Thompson understood that addressing these challenges would require a tailored assessment 
program to evaluate the strengths and development needs of each manager, and provide insights into 
their future leadership potential. 

Phase 1: Designing the Upper Management Assessment Program 

Dr. Thompson’s first task was to design an assessment program that aligned with Pinnacle’s strategic 
goals and management needs. She developed a multi-dimensional assessment approach that 
incorporated several key elements: 

• Psychometric Assessments: Dr. Thompson selected a range of psychometric assessments to 
measure managers' cognitive abilities, personality traits, leadership styles, and emotional 
intelligence. These assessments helped identify areas where managers were strong and where 
they needed to develop further, such as in strategic thinking or adaptability. 

• 360-Degree Feedback: To obtain a well-rounded view of each manager’s effectiveness, Dr. 
Thompson implemented a 360-degree feedback process, gathering input from peers, direct 
reports, support staff, and supervisors. This feedback focused on critical leadership 
competencies, such as communication, collaboration, and strategic influence. 

• Behavioral Interviews: Dr. Thompson conducted in-depth interviews with each manager to 
explore their leadership experiences, decision-making processes, and how they had handled 
past challenges. These interviews helped provide qualitative context to the assessment data. 

• 360 Interviews: With Supervisor, Direct Reports, Peers, and at least one support staff. 
• Leadership Simulations: To assess how the managers performed under pressure and in 

decision-making scenarios, Dr. Thompson designed leadership simulations that mirrored real-
world challenges the firm faced. These simulations tested their ability to lead cross-functional 
teams, make critical decisions, and navigate strategic dilemmas. 

Phase 2: Implementing the Assessment and Providing Feedback 

Once the program was designed, Dr. Thompson worked closely with Pinnacle’s HR team to schedule and 
administer the assessments, ensuring confidentiality and professionalism throughout the process. 

Key activities in this phase included: 

• Conducting the Assessments: Over several weeks, Dr. Thompson conducted psychometric tests, 
facilitated the 360-degree feedback process, and carried out the behavioral interviews. 
Leadership simulations were held in small group settings, providing managers with 
opportunities to tackle realistic leadership challenges. 

• Analyzing the Results: After collecting the data, Dr. Thompson analyzed the results, identifying 
patterns in the managers' performance. She found that many managers excelled at operational 
leadership but struggled with strategic foresight and innovation. 

• Providing Individual Feedback: Dr. Thompson met with each manager to discuss their individual 
results. The feedback was developmental, focusing on both strengths and areas for 
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improvement. She used the data to help each manager understand how their leadership style 
impacted their team and what specific actions they could take to enhance their capabilities. 

• Developing Personal Development Plans (PDPs): Dr. Thompson worked with each manager to 
create a personalized development plan that outlined clear goals, timelines, and activities to 
address the areas of improvement, such as strategic thinking or cross-functional collaboration. 

Phase 3: Integrating Assessment Insights into Leadership Development and Succession Planning 

After completing the assessments and providing feedback, Dr. Thompson focused on using the insights 
to enhance Pinnacle’s overall leadership development and succession planning strategies. 

Key elements of this phase included: 

• Customized Leadership Development Programs: Dr. Thompson designed tailored leadership 
development programs for each manager based on the assessment results. These included 
executive coaching, strategic leadership workshops, and cross-functional leadership assignments 
that helped managers expand their skill sets. 

• Team Alignment and Development: To address leadership style variability, Dr. Thompson 
facilitated team development sessions with the management group. These sessions focused on 
building trust, improving collaboration, and aligning the team around Pinnacle’s strategic 
priorities. 

• Succession Planning and Talent Management: The assessment program provided valuable 
insights for succession planning. Dr. Thompson identified high-potential managers who could be 
groomed for leadership roles and recommended specific development activities to prepare 
them for these positions. 

• Ongoing Monitoring and Support: Dr. Thompson implemented a follow-up process to track the 
progress of the leadership development efforts. She conducted periodic assessments and 
coaching sessions to ensure that the managers remained on track and continued to build on 
their development goals. 

Result: Enhanced Leadership Effectiveness and Organizational Alignment 

The implementation of the executive assessment program led to significant improvements in the 
leadership capabilities of Pinnacle Financial Group’s upper management team. Within 18 months, the 
company observed: 

• Improved Strategic Leadership: The management team developed stronger strategic thinking 
skills, resulting in better alignment between department goals and company-wide objectives. 
The firm saw a 12% increase in revenue, driven by more focused leadership and improved 
decision-making. 

• Enhanced Team Collaboration: The team development sessions helped to reduce silos and 
improve collaboration among managers. Cross-departmental communication and teamwork 
were significantly enhanced, leading to improved organizational performance. 

• Increased Adaptability and Innovation: The leadership development initiatives focused on 
increasing adaptability and innovation. Managers became more willing to take calculated risks 
and embrace change, leading to the successful launch of new products and services. 
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• Stronger Succession Planning: The executive assessment program provided clarity on leadership 
potential, reducing the risk of leadership gaps. Pinnacle identified and nurtured high-potential 
managers, ensuring a strong pipeline of future leaders. 

• Positive Organizational Culture: The focus on leadership development improved employee 
engagement and job satisfaction. The firm saw a 15% increase in employee engagement scores 
and a noticeable reduction in turnover among high-performing teams. 

 


