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Cisco & LIW
Taking Cisco into a new era: the  
critical role of leadership development

One of the most predictable 
things about today’s business 
world is its unpredictability. 

Hence, even the largest operators have 
to evolve frequently in order to retain 
their competitive edge. 

But that is all in a day’s work for Cisco. You do not 
get to be world leader in any industry for nothing. 
So to achieve that position in such a competitive 
and rapidly changing market such as technology 
is perhaps even more remarkable. 

Since its inception in late 1984, the company  
has been driven by a desire, in its own words,  
“to connect the unconnected”. Few would argue 
that Cisco constantly achieves this objective.  
Its diverse range of customers has successfully 
navigated various shifts within communications 
and information technology thanks to its design, 
manufacture and supply of different ground-
breaking solutions. 

With a track record like that many operators would 
be more than happy to remain within their comfort 
zone. Instead, Cisco is presently undergoing a radical 
transformation. 

After carving out such an enviable reputation as a 
hardware provider, Cisco decided to meet emerging 
marketplace changes by evolving into a software 
and services firm. 

The move also represents a core part of the 
organisation’s aim to be at the forefront of what 
has been termed “the internet of everything” (IOE). 

By embedding physical objects with software and 
sensors and connecting people, processes, data and 
suchlike, just about any entity can be connected for 
the purpose of data exchange. 

This venture alone illustrates how Cisco still remains 
true to its original vision of “changing the way we 
work, live, play and learn”. 

‘84
Since its inception 
in late 1984, the 
company has been 
driven by a desire,  
in its own words,  
“to connect the 
unconnected”



EFMD Global Focus: Volume 09 Issue 03  |  2015   4

The quality of leadership invariably determines 
whether or not change will be successfully 
implemented. Cisco clearly recognises that 
nurturing its top talent for key leadership roles 
is a critical part of the process.

The Leadership Breakthrough programme
In these situations, most companies tend to embark 
on run-of-the-mill leadership training. At Cisco, 
development of leaders is often much more 
comprehensive. Its Leadership Breakthrough initiative 
is typical in that respect. This programme is highly 
customised so that each individual participant can be 
best equipped to meet the challenges of Cisco’s 
new and ever-changing business environment. 

Cisco subscribes to the view that solid foundations 
provide the building blocks of success. Right from 
the outset, meticulous planning is the order of the 
day. Evidence of this lies in the clearly defined 
development stages, which include:

•  establishing key behavioural objectives based 
on participant and group needs

•  creating an overall plan of the programme’s 
journey and its different learning components

•  developing programme content and the resources 
and materials needed

•  developing the leadership simulation

•  piloting the programme

Leadership Breakthrough is aimed at directors  
and principal engineers (PEs) identified as being  
high potential. These groups bring their respective 
management and technical capabilities to  
the programme, making them crucial to the 
transformation effort at Cisco. Core responsibilities 
for participants include helping clarify and 
disseminate strategy and drive its execution.

The nine-month long programme is nothing if not 
varied. Following different initial orientation sessions 
for both participants and their managers, both attend 
virtual meetings that include a consultant from 
partner LIW in a facilitating role.
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During this period, the focus is on:

•  agreeing on development goals for the participant

•  optimising conditions to aid participant success

•  undertaking a specific business challenge where 
individuals apply learning acquired from the 
programme to complete a project

Then the real work begins. 
First up is the daunting-sounding “Hot House”, 
labelled as such for good reason. Action and 
intensity characterise the four days of a phase 
that utilises a simulation to address areas 
including leadership thinking, leadership action 
and stakeholder engagement. 

“Blade Runner”, the leadership simulation, is used for 
role play in which teams assume responsibilities in  
a fictitious IT firm. While each has certain business 
objectives to achieve, greater importance is attached 
to how they collaborate.

Hot House learning is reinforced through what are 
termed “Ola Bites” that focus on the thinking and 
action aspects of leadership. 

These mini-refreshers see participants exposed 
to a brief quote, video or article relating to LIW’s 
Organizational Leadership Architecture (Ola) 
concept. Learning is applied in each exercise  
or activity.

A few weeks later participants attend the Cool Box 
follow-up to the Hot House session. Cool Box is  
a misnomer if ever there was one – this module 
lasts for two days but is every bit as intensive as 
Hot House in its own way. 

Learning here is guided by a 360-degree survey 
conducted with each participant during the early 
part of Leadership Breakthrough. The spotlight is  
on leadership competencies at Cisco. Emphasis is 
largely on collaboration and reflection as participants 
address key issues associated with leading the self 
and leading others. 

Among key learning areas at this point are leading 
change, coaching conversations and maintaining 
peak performance. 

At two points in the programme different groups 
partake in “Action Learning Projects”. The critical 
point here is the close alignment of these projects 
with Cisco strategy. Each group shares its 
experiences with others via a virtual feedback session. 
A key aim is to encourage participants to provide 
mutual support to facilitate learning application. 

Programme evaluation and key outcomes
Support is a predominant feature throughout the 
entire programme, as is evaluation. Surveys are 
conducted at four different points to obtain feedback 
from the whole group. The “Final Impact Survey” 
measures the effect on business at both individual 
and group level. 
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Case study interviews that follow provide an 
opportunity for participants to comment on their 
experiences of the programme and to showcase 
individual accomplishments.

If the proof of the pudding really is in the eating, 
then the taste must be highly palatable in this 
instance. Significant outcomes of the Leadership 
Breakthrough programme include:

•  overall performance improvement of almost 30%

•  greater participant awareness of Cisco’s strategic 
big picture

•  more effective communication and collaboration, 
identified beforehand as crucial to Cisco’s ability 
to provide its customers with effective solutions 

Furthermore, approval for projects developed 
during the action learning phases has been high. 
In a recent example, the work of a particular 
cohort was identified as providing a potentially 
significant revenue opportunity. 
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