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Abstract

Leadership development (LD) is a crucial success factor for startups to increase their human
capital, survival rate, and overall performance. However, only a minority of young ventures
actively engage in LD, and research rather focuses on large corporations and SMEs, which do
not share the typical startup characteristics such as a rather young workforce, flat hierarchies,
resource scarcity, and high time pressure. To overcome this practical and theoretical lack of
knowledge, we engange in foresight and explore which leadership development techniques will
be most relevant for startups within the next five to ten years. To formulate the most probable
scenario, we conduct an international, two-stage Delphi study with 27 projections among
industry experts. According to the expert panel, the majority of startups will engage in
leadership development over the next decade. Most startups will aim to develop the leadership
capabilities of their workforce as a whole and use external support. The most prominent
prospective LD measures in startups include experiential learning methods, such as action
learning, developmental job assignments, multi-rater feedback, as well as digital experiential
learning programs, and developmental relationships such as coaching in digital one-to-one
sessions. Self-managed learning will play a more important role than formal training and

education measures.
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1. Introduction

Firms develop the leadership capabilities of their workforce to increase their firm
competitiveness and performance (Conger, 1998; Day et al., 2014; Garavan et al., 2016; Lowe
and Gardner, 2000). Leadership development (LD) can be defined as “the process of preparing
individuals and collectives to effectively engage in leading-following interactions” (DeRue and
Myers, 2014, p. 835). It also refers to the development of social capital by improving workplace
relationships, collective meaning, and interpersonal competence (Day, 2000; Van Velsor et al.,
2010).

Especially for startups, leadership capital is considered to be a crucial determinant of
their success (Cardon and Stevens, 2004; Ensley, Pearce, and Hmieleski, 2006; Gupta et al.,
2004; Vecchio, 2003; Thakur, 1999; Kamm et al., 1990; Wiedeler and Kammerlander, 2019).
There is a special need for startup leadership development (SLD) as new ventures often have
difficulties in recruiting new employees (Barber et al., 1999) and often employ young, rather
inexperienced staff (Kempster and Cope, 2010; Quimet and Zarutskie, 2014). They also have
fewer structures and routines that could serve as leadership substitutes (Ensley, Hmieleski, and
Pearce, 2006; Ensley, Pearce, and Hmieleski, 2006; Kerr and Jermier, 1978). The high failure
rate of startups (Carroll and Hannan, 2000; Singh et al., 1986; Stinchcombe, 1965) could
potentially be reduced by SLD measures.

Despite its importance, SLD is under-developed in practice and research is scarce, as it
rather focuses on established large firms (Smith et al., 1999) and SMEs (Jennings and Beaver,
1997) which, however, differ in their characteristics. From the broad and ever-evolving variety
of LD techniques (DeRue and Myers, 2014; Hernez-Broome and Hughes, 2004), firms have to
select those which best fit their specific needs and resources (Collins and Holton, 2004). For

startups, the scarcity of financial resources (Davila et al., 2003; Garavan et al., 2016; Hill and



Stewart, 2000; Ensley et al., 2002; Smith et al., 1999; Stinchcombe, 1965) and high time
pressure (Bryan, 2006) limit SLD options (Cardon and Stevens, 2004).

Against this background, we employ strategic foresight (Fergnani, 2020; Iden et al.,
2017; Rohrbeck et al., 2015; Semke & Tiberius, 2020) and ask the research question: Which
SLD techniques will be most relevant within the next five to ten years? To formulate a
reasonable scenario, we conduct an international, two-stage Delphi study.

Our results forecast that most startups will, with external support, actively develop their
leadership capital across the entire organization. Startups will mainly use experiential learning
methods and developmental relationships to advance their leadership capacities. Self-managed

learning activities will be important, but somewhat less predominant.

2. Formulation of Projections
2.1 Dissemination and Stakeholders of SLD

Due to the relevance of leadership capital for startup performance, young ventures might
increase their SLD efforts. All of the following projections relate to the time horizon of the next
five to ten years. P1: Most startups will engage in LD programs.

As the majority of startups has limited human resources and, among them, LD
experience is scarce (Quimet and Zarutskie, 2014), startups might prefer external LD providers.
P2: Most startups will heavily rely on external support to develop their leaders, rather than
hiring training staff.

Due to their flat hierarchies, many startup employees have to engage in shared
leadership tasks (Ensley, Hmieleski, and Pearce, 2006). Equipping lower echelons with
leadership skills also helps to build a leadership pipeline (Griffith et al., 2019). P3: Most
startups will develop not only (prospective) executives, but the leadership skills of all

employees, regardless of their formal positions.



2.2 Core Startup Leadership Development Methods

We distinguish between formal training and education, experiential learning,
developmental relationships, and self-managed learning (Van Velsor, 2010; Yukl, 2010). While
P4 to P7 address the prevalence of the four main categories, the following sections will examine
each category in greater detail. The predominant form(s) of LD in startups will be... P4: formal
training and education, which occurs during a defined time period and is conducted away from
the trainee’s immediate worksite (e.g., executive education or leadership seminars). P5:
experiential learning, i.e., learning through hands-on experience within operational job
assignments (e.g., action learning or job rotation). P6: developmental relationships, i.e.,
social/peer learning formats (e.g., coaching, mentoring, communities of exchange). P7: self-
managed learning, conducted by individuals on their own (e.g., reading books, watching

videos, listening to audio files, using interactive computer programs).

2.3 Formal Training and Education

In the flipped or inversed classroom concept, students use class time for knowledge
application and group-based problem-solving activities, whereas they acquire new knowledge
off classroom. This method increases student engagement (Abeysekera and Dawson, 2015;
Bishop and Verleger, 2013; Gilboy et al., 2015), saves time, and can be more effective than
traditional didactics (Mason et al., 2013; Missildine et al., 2013; O'Flaherty and Phillips, 2015).
P8: Most formal training will occur in the form of flipped classrooms, i.e., the theoretical part
is learned outside the classroom, and the practical part is learned in class.

Online education allows participants to learn anytime, anywhere (Arbaugh, 2000; Jiang
and Ting, 2000; Rourke et al., 1999), enables access to far-distanced trainers (Means et al.,
2013), and saves costs (Bell e al., 2017; Jung and Rha, 2000; Noe et al., 2014; Salas et al.,
2012; Volery and Lord, 2000). As a consequence, online learning solutions are growing radiply

(Kimiloglu et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2015). P9: A large proportion of instructor-led training



for startup LD will be replaced by digital learning formats (e.g., Massive Open Online Courses
and virtual classrooms).

Face-to-face formats might not be completely replaced, but enriched with online
sessions. This blended learning is considered to be more efficient and effective (Garrison and
Kanuka, 2004; Means et al., 2013). It also increases student satisfaction (Tang and Byrne,
2005). P10: Within the next five to 10 years, instructor-led classroom training will, to a large

extent, be combined with web-/technology-based formats and form blended learning programs.

2.4 Experiential Learning

Learning from experience is often considered to be the most effective LD method, as it
refers to real work situations (Carter and Jones-Evans, 2009; Kolb and Kolb, 2005; Leal-
Rodriguez and Albort-Morant, 2019; McCall, 2004; Van Velsor et al., 2010; Yukl, 2010).
However, the sustaining learning effects might fall short if too task-focused (Day, 2000). P11:
The majority of startups will have set up formal structures for planned experiential learning for
LD.

As educational technology (EdTech) is advancing, also experiential learning might be
offered online. P12: The majority of startups will use digital experiential learning programs
(e.g., serious games, simulations, or e-action learning) for LD.

Also action learning is considered as an effective LD tool (Boshyk, 2002; Gibb, 2009;
Keys, 1994). It allows participants to solve real, novel, and complex problems (Carter and
Jones-Evans, 2009; Revans, 1982) and to learn rapidly in real-time (Skipton and Lang, 2010).
P13: The majority of startups will use action learning (e.g., working in mixed small groups on
real company-based projects, such as developing a new strategy, solving a production problem)
for LD.

Developmental job assignments can have a strong learning impact as they involve

considerable challenges (Van Velsor et al., 2010). Stretching job assignments also fosters



succession planning (Hall and Seibert, 1992). Pi4: The majority of startups will use
developmental job assignments (e.g., job rotation, internal and external work placements) for
LD.

Feedback can be an effective LD tool (Atwater and Waldman, 1998; Day, 2000; Seifert
and Yukl, 2010; van Rensburg and Prideaux, 2006) as it can increase self-awareness (Barney
and Hansen, 1994) and self-efficacy (Gist and Mitchell, 1992). Also the learning transfer from
other LD initiatives can be improved with feedback (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Smith-Jentsch et
al.,2001). Multi-rater feedback can capture varying performance perceptions (Day, 2000). P15
The majority of startups will use multi-rater feedback and regular assessments as an integral
part of most LD initiatives.

Outdoor challenges can improve self-awareness, self-efficacy, and teamwork (Glass and
Benshoff, 2002; Hattie et al., 1997; Jones and Oswick, 2007). However, they are time-
consuming and costly. P16: Outdoor challenges will not play an important role in SLD.

Especially large firms use assessment centers to identify budding leaders and to define
training needs (Hinrichs, 1978; Thornton, 1992; Wollowick and McNamara, 1969; Yukl, 2010).
The feedback from these measures can improve participants’ leadership performance (Byham,
1971; Engelbrecht and Fischer, 1995). However, they involve high time and cost requirements.

P17: Assessment centers will not play an important role in SLD.

2.5 Developmental Relationships

Coaching, as a widely popular and effective LD tool (Evers et al., 2006; Feldman and
Lankau, 2005; Grant, 2014; Jones et al., 2015), uses collaborative, retrospective, and target-
focused elements to reach goals set out by the coachee (Smither, 2011). P18: The majority of
startups will use regular coaching for LD.

Leaders play an important role in HR development (Ellinger and Bostrom,1999; Evered

and Selman, 1989) and can also be involved in LD (Groves, 2005). P19: Leaders will play an



important role in their startup LD initiatives, as many will be involved in teaching, facilitating,
and coaching.

To be effective, coaches need a strong understanding of the business and the coachee
(Diedrich and Kilburg, 2001; Wasylyshyn, 2003). Therefore, internal rather than external
coaches have shown a stonger impact (Jones et al., 2015) and are less costly. P20: The majority
of startup leaders will be coached by other leaders or internal coaches/peers rather than by
external coaches.

Startups can also engage external coaches for online sessions, which are flexible and
less costly. First studies suggest that e-coaching is comparably effective as offline coaching
(Fielden and Hunt, 2011; Geissler et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2015; Rock et al., 2012; Rock et
al., 2014). P21: External coaching for LD will occur mainly via digital technologies rather
than face to face.

Compared to one-to-one coachings, peer group coachings are more cost-effective and
allow participants to learn from each other (Aas and Vavik, 2015). They can increase their
commitment, mutual trust, and collaboration (Kets de Vries, 2005). P22: The majority of
startups will use group coaching, rather than one-on-one coaching for LD.

Mentors foster the job performance and career success (Eby et al., 2008; Wanberg et
al., 2003; Ragins et al., 2000) and thus the overall development of their protégé (Mullen, 1994;
Wanberg et al., 2003). Relying on available resources, they are affordable (Corner, 2014). P23:
The majority of startups will set up internal mentoring structures as an integral part of their
LD.

Firms can benefit from interorganizational alliances by knowledge exchange (Franco
and Esteves, 2020; Liebeskind et al., 1996; Marchiori and Franco, 2020; Powell, 1990) and
interorganizational learning (Almeida et al., 2003; Doz, 1996; Powell et al., 1996; von der

Oelsnitz and Tiberius, 2007). Such collaborations could also address SLD. P24: The majority



of startups will form networks and communities of exchange with other startups, in which they

support each other regarding their LD activities.

2.6 Self-Managed Learning

In self-managed or self-directed learning, the learner decides what, when, and how to
learn (Abbott and Dahmus, 1992; Guglielmino and Guglielmino, 2001). As founders are highly
self-directed regarding the entrepreneurial process, this learning style clearly relates to their
behavior (Fust et al., 2017; Harms, 2015). However, it is unclear if this also applies to startup
managers and employees that are hired by the founder (Hubner, 2020). Online learning formats
already addressed above are predestined for self-managed learning. P25: Self-managed
learning activities for startup LD will take place largely via digital learning formats (e.g.,
online learning, videos, games, or quizzes).

Also collaborative learning can be implemented online. In social networks, peers can
exchange knowledge and support (Confessore and Kops, 1998). P26: The participation and
exchange in digital social networks (e.g., peer learning communities, e-mentoring platforms),
will play an important role in startup leaders’ self-managed learning activities.

The effectiveness of self-managed techniques is still insufficiently studied (Day et al.,
2014). Learning performance is highly dependent on motivation and self-learning skills (Boyce
et al., 2010; Song and Hill, 2007), and not all employees may have the prerequisites. Self-
managed learning is only effective when aligned with the business objectives and other LD
activities (Confessore and Kops, 1998; Guglielmino and Guglielmino, 2001). P27: Self-

managed learning activities for SLD will show low success rates.

3. Methodology
To develop the aspired scenario, an international, two-stage Delphi study was

conducted. The method is used for forecasting developments characterized by uncertainty or a



lack of empirical evidence (Powell, 2003; Skulmoski et al., 2007) and has been employed more
than 175 times in business research since 1975 (Flostrand et al., 2020), also in HR development
(McGuire and Cseh, 2006; Morris et al., 2013; Olshfski and Joseph, 1991). Whereas the
scenario technique aims to identify multiple future scenarios (Gausemeier et al., 1998; Tiberius,
2019; Tiberius et al., 2020), Delphi studies focus on the trend scenario, from today’s view.

We preferred the Delphi method over other forecasting methods due to a reasonable
relation between benefits and disadvantages. For example, crowdsourcing could also be used
for forecasting (Flostrand, 2017). However, a much larger sample of lay-persons would have
been required. This would have increased costs and would probably have led to a poorer
forecasting accuracy as SLD is a very specific field where lay persons can hardly contribute
(Rowe and Wright, 1999). Prediction markets as another alternative method would have
involved much higher technical requirements and a multi-round procedure with many
participants who continuously “trade” all projections (Arrow et al., 2008; Tiberius and Rasche,
2011). Prediction markets also show a lower accuracy than Delphi studies, and participants are
less satisfied with the process (Graefe and Armstrong, 2011).

To select the study participants, we conduced purposive sampling (Guest et al., 2006)
based on expertise (McKenna, 1994; Welty, 1971; Winkler and Moser 2016). As usual for
Delphi studies, we searched for heterogeneous experts to ensure the consideration of divergent
views (Gordon, 1994; Rowe and Wright, 1999) and to reduce the groupthink or bandwagon
effect (Janis, 1972; Winkler and Moser, 2016). As a constituent characteristic of the Delphi
technique, the same panel is asked to assess the projections (at least) twice, whereby the experts
are shown the the first round results in the second round with the goal of an increasing consensus
(Dalkey and Helmer, 1963; Hasson et al., 2000; Linstone and Turoff, 1975; Rowe and Wright,

1999; Skulmoski et al., 2007; Tiberius & Hirth, 2019; Woudenberg 1991). In the first round,



53 experts participated, and in the second 38 panelists remained. Table 1 shows the detailed
panel structure.
>> Please insert Table 1 about here. <<
A pretest was conducted between 16 and 25 January 2020, the first survey round from
1 to 15 February 2020, and the second from 24 February to 9 March 2020. The panelists rated
the 27 projections on a four-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” 2 = “somewhat
disagree,” 3 = “somewhat agree,” 4 = “strongly agree”). The even scale was chosen to avoid

the tendency to the middle.

4. Results

The results of both Delphi rounds can be found in Table 2. The median (xo.5) rather than
the mean is prefered, as it is more resistant to outliers (Gordon, 1994; Rowe and Wright, 1999).
The interquartile range (IQR = xo0.75— X0.25) indicates the scattering around the median and shows
the dispersion of opinions, which should stay stable or decrease in the second round. The lower
the IQR, the higher is the level of consensus.

Experts strongly agreed with P1, P5, P6, P18, and P19, somewhat agreed to P2, P3, P7
to P10, P12 to P17, P20, P21, and P23 to P27, somewhat disagreed with P4, P11, and P22. No
projection was completely rejected. The general response tendency did not change significantly
between the two rounds. For P1 and P19, the experts’ acceptance slightly increased. For P14,
P15, P17, P18, P21, P22, and P25, the experts reached a higher overall consensus. No IQR was
higher than 1. Therefore, the iteration was ended.

>> Please insert Table 2 about here. <<

Based on these results, the following scenario can be formulated: The majority of
startups will engage in LD programs over the next five to 10 years. In doing so, startups will
aim to develop the leadership abilities of all employees, not only budding leaders. To put SLD

into practice, startups will rely largely on outsurcing rather than hiring. Experiential learning
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and developmental relationships will be the pivotal SLD methods. Self-managed learning will
be somewhat less predominant. Also formal training and education will not be the main SD
instruments. Experiential learning will occur in a rather informal and unplanned manner. Digital
experiential learning programs, such as serious games or simulations, will be used by the
majority of startups. The same applies to action learning, developmental job assignments, as
well as regular performance evaluation and multi-rater feedback. Outdoor challenges and
assessment centers, however, will not have a high relevance. Regular coaching will be the most
widely used form of developmental relationships. Coaching will occur mainly online, and one-
on-one coachings will be preferred over group coachings. To this end, startups will rely on
internal rather than external coaches. Internal mentoring programs and SLD support networks
and communities of exchange with other startups will be popular. In general, startup managers
will play an integral role in SLD. Self-managed learning will largely occur online. Participation
and exchange in digital social networks will also play an important role. However, self-
managed learning for SLD will probably show low success rates. Where formal training and
education is applied, it will most often occur in a flipped classroom concept, and will be widely

replaced and combined with digital learning formats.

5. Disussion

This study explored which LD tools startups will most probably use in the next five to
ten years. The expert panel agreed to almost all projections. Therefore, our discussion focuses
on two aspects of these findings: Why were three projections disagreed with? And can the high
overall agreement be considered trustworthy?

Regarding the first question, the experts expect startups to predominantly engage in
informal rather than formal training formats (P4). Executive education and leadership seminars
as the two examples mentioned in the projektion require the employee to leave the workplace.

Accordingly, the time spent for learning is not available for work. Considering startups’ scarce

11



resources (Davila et al., 2003; Garavan et al., 2016; Hill and Stewart, 2000; Ensley et al., 2002;
Smith et al., 1999; Stinchcombe, 1965) and time constraints (Bryan, 2006), it is plausible for
them to favour informal training settings, which better comply with their characteristics such
as lean structures and processes and a strong emphasis on cost-efficiency. The same
argumentation applies to the rejected P11, which assumed that startups would set up formal
structures for planned experiential learning. Considering the cost factor, it might, at first sight,
surprise that P22, suggesting a primacy of group over one-to-one coachings, was rejected.
However, P20 and P21 placed immediately before P22 suggested the predominant use of
internal and online coachings, which are even more cost-conscious. A closer look at the
different respondent segments reveals that only startup service providers were less cost- and
time-sensitive and had a stronger tendency towards formal trainings, which makes sense as they
do not have to deal with resource scarcity but, in contrast, generate their revenues by selling
formal trainings.

Regarding the second question, the overall agreement has to be viewed with some
differentiation. In general, Delphi studies might suffer from the desirability bias, the risk that
the experts rated according to their wishful thinking rather than the probability (Ecken et al.,
2011; Winkler & Moser, 2016). Many of the addressed SLD methods might sound attractive
but when it comes to their implementation, they could turn out inefficient. However, it has to
be noted that the panel strongly agreed only to five projections, whereas most projections only
received a limited agreement. Therefore, the scenario implies a nuanced judgment.

As with most research, our Delphi study implies several limitations (Studen and
Tiberius, 2020). First, despite the broad acceptance of the Delphi technique, the scenario is not
guaranteed to come true in every detail. Even though no forecasting methodology can provide
full forecast accuracy, future researchers might employ other techniques such as crowdsourcing

or prediction markets. Second, the number of projections had to be limited to avoid a low
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response and high dropout rate. Future research could explore a narrower scope of SLD aspects
in greater detail. As proposed by some panelists, future studies could also differentiate between
different startup stages or sizes. Third, despite efforts to assemble a balanced panel, a regional
bias towards EMEA can not be ruled out. Future research could have a stringer focus on other
regions. Fourth, the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic pressurizes
entrepreneurial ventures (Kraus et al., 2020; Kuckertz et al., 2020) and thus might change SLD

actities in the future in a way not predicted by this study.

6. Conclusion

The Delphi scenario developed in this study suggests that startups will engage in LD
and, in doing so, focus on informal and cost-conscious learning arrangments. Additionally,
advancements in learning technology will play an important role in the future of SLD.

Our findings contribute to the largely unexplored field of research on the intersection of
startups and LD as it addresses an under-researched success factor. It also contributes to LD
research as SLD requirements differ in regards to context factors. Scholars can build on our
findings and examine the suitability of the suggested training forms in the startup context.
Entrepreneurs and LD professionals can adjust their SLD activities to the practically relevant

insights from our developed scenario.
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Tables

1st Round 2nd Round

(N=53) (N=38)
Age Group n % n %
18 - 24 years 0,0 0,0
25 - 34 years 11 20,8 8 21,1
35 - 44 years 16 30,2 12 31,6
45 - 54 years 15 28,3 10 26,3
55 - 64 years 13,2 5 13,2
65 or older 4 7,5 3 7,9
Regions n % n %
AMER 12 22,6 8 21,1
APAC 9 17,0 7 18,4
EMEA 30 56,6 21 55,3
Other/global 2 3,8 2 5,3
Field of work* n % n %
LD researcher 15,5 16,3
Startup employee 8 13,8 14,0
Startup manager/founder 15 25,9 11 25,6
Startup service provider 21 36,2 15 34,9
State institution employee 1 1,7 1 2,3
Other 4 6,9 3 7,0

* multiple entries were possible

Table 1: Panel Demographics
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1st Round

2nd Round

(N = 53) (N = 38) Differences
Projection X0.5 IQR X0.5 IQR | Axos | AIQR
Section 1: Dissemination and Stakeholders of Startup LD
1: Engagement in LD 3 1 35 1 0.5 0
2: Relying on external support 3 1 3 1 0 0
3: LD for all employees 3 1 3 1 0 0
Section 2: Core Leadership Development Methods
4: Formal Training and Education 2 1 2 | 0 0
5: Experiential Learning 4 | 4 1 0 0
6: Developmental Relationships 4 1 4 1 0 0
7: Self-managed Learning 3 | 3 1 0 0
Section 3: Formal Training and Education
8: Flipped Classroom 3 1 3 1 0 0
9: Digital Learning 3 1 3 1
10: Blended Learning 3 1 3 1 0
Section 4: Experiential Learning
11: Formal Structures for Experiential Learning 2 1 2 1 0 0
12: Digital Experiential Learning 3 1 3 1 0
13: Action Learning 3 1 3 1 0
14: Developmental Job Assignments 3 1 3 0 0 -1
15: Multi-rater Feedback and Regular Assessments 3 2 3 0.75 0 -1.25
16: Outdoor Challenges 3 2 3 1 0 -1
17: Assessment Centers 3 1 3 0.75 0 -0.25
Section 5: Developmental Relationships
18: Regular Coaching 4 1 4 0 0 -1
19: Involvement of Leaders 3 1 4 1 1
20: Internal Rather Than External Coaches 3 1 3 1 0
21: Digital External Coaching 3 2 3 1 0 -1
22: Group Coaching 2 1 2 0.75 0 -0.25
23: Internal Mentoring Structures 3 1 3 1 0 0
24: Networks with other Startups 3 1 3 1 0 0
Section 6: Self-Managed Learning
25: Digital Self-Managed Learning 3 | 3 0 -1
26: Digial Social Networks 3 0 3 0
27: Low Success Rates of Self-Managed Learning 3 1 3 1 0

X5 = median; IQR = interquartile range.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics
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