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Abstract

Effective leadership is not a static trait but a dynamic capability that evolves alongside the employee
life cycle. This paper explores leadership development through four distinct stages: Dependent
Contributor, Independent Contributor, Contributor Through Others, and Strategic Contributor. Each
stage demands a nuanced application of the four foundational pillars of

leadership—Influencing, Relationship Building, Execution, and Strategic Acumen.

At the Dependent Contributor stage, employees rely heavily on guidance. Here, leadership focuses on
relationship building to foster trust and influencing to instil confidence and

direction. As individuals transition into Independent Contributors, they begin to own

outcomes. Leaders must emphasize execution, enable autonomy while continue to influence through
mentorship.

The Contributor Through Others stage marks a shift to team leadership. Here, relationship

building becomes central to managing diverse teams, while execution ensures alignment and
accountability. Leaders must also refine their influencing skills to inspire performance

beyond direct control.

Finally, Strategic Contributors operate at an enterprise level. Leadership at this stage demands robust
strategic acumen to navigate complexity, paired with high-level influencing to shape culture and vision.
Relationship building and execution remain vital, now scaled across

systems and stakeholders.

This framework offers a practical lens for cultivating leadership that grows with organizational roles—
ensuring relevance, impact, and sustained excellence
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Strategic Acumen.

Introduction

Leadership is not static—it must adapt to the evolving roles and responsibilities of
individuals within an organization. This paper introduces a structured framework that maps

leadership competencies to the employee life cycle, offering a practical guide for developing leaders at every
stage.

The Contributor Continuum and Leadership Pillars

Stage one-Dependent Contributor: Building Foundations

Dependant contributor are mostly new employees. A new employee stepping into an organization often
experiences a whirlwind of emotions, expectations, and mental

adjustments. Their mindset and thought process are shaped by both internal beliefs and

external cues from the workplace. Here's a breakdown of what typically goes on in their head. At this stage,
employees require guidance and support, as they

Willingly accept supervision.

Demonstrate success on a portion of a larger project or task.

Master basic and routine tasks.

Show directive creativity and initiative.

Perform well under time and budget pressure.

Performance depends upon presence and absence of a person/situation/circumstance.

Leadership focus: Execution is the key at this stage, leaders for them has to provide clear expectations. Absence
of the same develops a sense of confusion and unrest. At this stage, employees require guidance and support in
various parameters. Here is what is expected of the leaders on the four pillars of leadership at this stage.

Relationship Building: Establish trust and psychological safety. A new set of employees yearn for need
for belonging, as humans are wired for connection. New

employees crave social integration—building relationships with peers and feeling accepted is crucial for morale
and productivity. Despite excitement, there's often fear of the unknown,

pressure to perform, and anxiety about fitting in. These emotions can affect confidence and decision-making.

Influencing: Provide direction and instil confidence. A new employee always looks forward for
expectation alignment. Employees come in with preconceived notions based on

interviews, job descriptions, and company reputation. If reality doesn’t match expectations, it can lead to
disengagement.

Execution: Set clear expectations and structured tasks. : A new employee has a curiosity & learning
Orientation. New hires often arrive eager to learn, explore, and prove themselves. They seek clarity on
expectations, roles, and how they can contribute
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meaningfully.
Strategic Acumen: Align early development with long-term goals and help.

Introduction and consistent realization of the bigger picture. Along with the bigger picture the role and
contribution of the employee in the realisation of the bigger picture have to be

regularly explained to them. Absence of the same will reduce the sense of belonging and will result in
demotivation and will delay the transition of a dependent contributor to an

independent contributor.

Stage two-Independent Contributor: Empowering Ownership. This kind of thinking is a game-
changer—not just for the individual, but for the entire team.

At this stage employee needs to move from routine and basic task to bigger responsibility and freedom to operate
as an employee at this stage

Assumes responsibility for definable projects.

Relies less on supervision and works independently and produces significant results.
Increases in technical expertise and ability.

Develops credibility and reputation.

Builds a strong internal network of relationships.

Employees begin to take initiative and own outcomes. Leadership focus on four foundational parameters at this
stage of growth of individual expertise is:

Execution: Enable autonomy and accountability: Such employees don’t just complete tasks—they own
outcomes. Whether the result is success or failure, they take

responsibility and learn from it. For execution the question they should be asked “What can you do to make this
better?” Constantly evaluating how their work fits into the bigger picture and how they can elevate it.

Influencing: Mentor and coach for decision-making: These employees don’t wait for instructions. They
proactively identify problems, propose solutions, and take action—

even outside their formal job description. Two questions as a mentor has to be asked to them

“What'’s the best way to solve this?” Problem-solving is second nature. They explore options, weigh risks, and
make informed decisions, and “What did | learn from this?”

Reflection is key. They regularly assess their performance and seek growth through feedback and experience.

Relationship Building: Encourage collaboration and feedback: Ownership means facing setbacks head-on. These
individuals bounce back quickly, adapt to change, and stay

focused on goals. The predominant question in the mind is “Who needs to be looped in?”

Even while working independently, they understand the importance of collaboration and communication.

ISBN code : 978-93-83302-78-9 Page| 3



>,

sdmimd
Shri Dharmasthala Manjunatheshwara Institute for Management Development, Mysuru, India
3rd International Leadership Conference on Leading in a Disrupted World: Reimagining
Leadership for Complexity, Sustainability, and Human-Centric Innovation - September 19, 2025

Strategic Acumen: Introduce broader organizational context: They’re not

satisfied with “good enough.” They strive for high standards and are driven by a desire to make a meaningful
impact. They treat their role like it’s their own business. This means

thinking long-term, making decisions with care, and constantly seeking ways to improve processes or results.
They should be asked a question “How does this align with our mission?” They think strategically, ensuring their
actions support the organization’s long- term goals.

Stage Three-Contributor Through Others: Leading Teams by creating their own replicas. This stage is achieved
when an employee establishes a credibility as an independent contributor in the organisation, and others inspire
to be like him. Here the employee

Increases in technical breadth.

Develops broad business perspective.

Stimulates others through ideas and knowledge.

Gets involves as manager, mentor or idea leaders in developing others.
Represents the organization effectively to clients and external groups.

Builds a strong internal network.

At this stage when employees transcend into leadership roles. Leadership focus on four foundational parameters
is

Relationship Building: Manage team dynamics and cohesion: Their focus is on enabling others to
thrive. They lead by example, not by control, and prioritize the growth of their people. A leadership
guestion to them can be “What are the core principles you live by?” They distil their leadership
philosophy into teachable, transferable values—like

integrity, ownership, and resilience. “What culture are they reinforcing?” Every interaction is a chance to model
behaviour. They’re intentional about the tone they set, the feedback they give, and the standards they uphold.

Execution: Drive operational alignment and accountability: They develop

Systems Thinking. They understand that sustainable success comes from building scalable models—replicable
behaviours, decision frameworks, and cultural norms. They should be asked to ask their team members “Who’s
ready for more?” They constantly scan for emerging leaders and tailor development opportunities to stretch
their capabilities.

Influencing: Inspire performance beyond direct control. They develop a Legacy-

Oriented Thinking. These leaders think beyond their tenure. They want their influence to ripple through
the organization long after they’re gone. They also Trust in Potential. They

see leadership qualities in others—even when those individuals don’t yet see it in themselves. They invest in
people’s growth with conviction. A leader shall ask them question like “How can you make yourself obsolete?”
Not out of laziness, but out of strategic foresight. They

want others to lead independently, freeing themselves to focus on vision and innovation.

Strategic Acumen: Translate strategy into team objectives: They also develop an
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Abundance Mentality They believe that power, knowledge, and success are not finite.

Sharing their expertise strengthens the whole, not weakens their own position. A leadership question to them
can be “How can they codify their decision-making?” They create frameworks, playbooks, and rituals that others
can adopt—ensuring consistency even when they’re not in the room.

How They Replicate Themselves Effectively

Strategy Description

Mentorship & Coaching Regular, personalized guidance to shape thinking and

build confidence

HKnowledge Transfe Sharing tools, templates, and decision logic to build

autonomy
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© Delegation with Accountability| Empowering others to lead projects while holding them
to high standards

Cultural Storytellin Using stories and rituals to embed values into the

organizational DNA

E Feedback Loop Creating safe spaces for reflection, learning, and course

correction

Strategic Contributor: Shaping the Enterprise

Leaders operate at a systemic level. By this time an employee has already evolved as a leader. Now it is
his turn to

Provide direction to the organisation.

Defines/ drives critical business opportunities.

Exercises power responsibility and obtain essential resources

Sponsors promising individuals to prepare them for leadership roles.

Represent the organization on critical stages

Leadership focus on four foundational parametrs at this stage of evolution of a leader is
Strategic Acumen: Navigate complexity and set vision: They develop and

demonstrate a Holistic Vision. They see the organization as an interconnected system. Every
department is a gear in the larger machine, and alignment is key to momentum. They help to develop
foresight and Long-Term Thinking. They balance short-term wins with long-term sustainability. Their
decisions are guided by future impact, not just immediate results. A

leadership question to them can be, “How does this decision affect the whole
organization?” They evaluate ripple effects across finance, operations, HR, marketing, and beyond.

Influencing: Shape culture and lead through values: They prefer Empowerment Over
Control. Instead of micromanaging, they empower teams to take ownership while ensuring
strategic coherence. Every action of their influences the bottom lines and outcomes.

Their leadership question can be, “Are we aligned on outcomes?” They ensure that every
team’s goals ladder up to the broader strategy.

Relationship Building: Build networks and stakeholder trust: They develop Collaborative Intelligence.
These leaders believe that the best solutions emerge from diverse perspectives. They actively seek
input from across functions to shape strategy. They redefine relationship building as Stake holder
management. The leadership question to them can be “Who needs to be involved early?”. They
identify key stakeholders and bring them into the conversation before silos form. They identify barriers
and work to dissolve them. The
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leadership question to them can be, “What barriers are preventing collaboration?”. They proactively
dismantle silos—whether cultural, procedural, or interpersonal.

Execution: Ensure strategic initiatives are implemented effectively: They enhance execution by Agility
& Adaptability. They embrace change and complexity. When

departments shift or markets evolve, they pivot without losing sight of the mission.

How They Drive Strategic Collaboration

Strategy Description
Unified Strategic Planning Aligning all departments under a shared vision and
roadmap
Cross-Functional Team Creating task forces that blend expertise from different

verticals

# Data-Driven Dialogue Using analytics to guide decisions and foster transparency

<0Open Communication Channels | Encouraging feedback loops and regular interdepartmental
syncs

< Leadership Development Cultivating strategic thinking across all levels

These leaders are the glue and the compass. They don’t just lead, they connect, align, and amplify.
Their mindset turns fragmented efforts into unified momentum

Practical Implications
This framework enables organizations to:

Design targeted leadership development programs.
Align talent strategy with business growth.
Support succession planning with role-specific competencies.

Conclusion

Leadership must evolve with the employee journey. By applying the four pillars— Influencing,
Relationship Building, Execution, and Strategic Acumen—across the Contributor Continuum,
organizations can build resilient, adaptive leaders who drive sustained excellence. This will also help
organisations and employees to have the desired coherence in their value system. As we all know and
understand, an evolved employee will lay the foundation of an evolved organisation, which is always
the dream and desire of a leader.
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