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Executive development is an evolving leadership 
imperative
 
 
For much of the past two decades, executive coaching has been the dominant model for leadership development, helping 
leaders build self-awareness, strengthen behaviors, navigate transitions, and achieve professional goals.

But today’s C-suite leaders face a markedly different set of challenges. They are being asked to lead through a period 
of near continuous disruption. Geopolitical tensions, economic uncertainty, AI-driven transformation, activist investors, 
regulatory complexity, supply chain disruption, cyber risk, and shifting stakeholder expectations have combined to create 
what many executives describe as a state of perpetual crisis management.

In this environment, leadership now requires a multi-level systems thinking capability that goes beyond the purely 
behavioral approach of an executive coach. CEOs aren’t struggling because they lack awareness. CFOs rarely fail because 
they need better feedback or listening skills. The CHRO isn’t losing sleep over a competency framework. Those issues still 
matter—but they are peripheral to the essential core of the current leadership agenda.

Instead, today’s C-suite leaders need judgment and pattern recognition to make crucial business decisions that carry 
enterprise-wide consequences. They must influence boards, manage investors, build executive teams, navigate crises, 
shape culture, and make strategic decisions amid uncertainty and incomplete information.

These challenges are less about leadership theory and more about leadership practice.

This is why more boards, CEOs, and CFOs are supplementing—or, in some cases, replacing—traditional executive coaching 
with executive mentoring. While coaching helps leaders become better versions of themselves, mentoring helps leaders 
benefit from the wisdom, judgment, and experience of someone who has already succeeded in the seat.

 
 
 What is executive coaching? 
 
Research consistently demonstrates how best-in-class executive coaches can deliver positive outcomes across multiple 
dimensions, including: 

•	 Self-awarness

•	 Leadership effectiveness

•	 Behavioral change

•	 Communication

•	 Emotional Intelligence

https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/articles/mentor-or-coach-the-key-differences-for-c-suite-leaders?utm_source=collateral&utm_medium=pdf&utm_content=insights
https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/reports-surveys/global-leadership-monitor?utm_source=collateral&utm_medium=pdf&utm_content=insights
https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/articles/the-gap-between-ai-adoption-and-value-realization?utm_source=collateral&utm_medium=pdf&utm_content=insights
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A skilled coach creates a reflective environment in which leaders can explore assumptions, challenge limiting beliefs, and 
develop new behaviors. Coaches will typically avoid providing direct advice; instead, they help clients discover solutions for 
themselves.

This approach can be highly effective when the objective is personal growth or leadership development. However, the 
typical coaching relationship is built around inquiry rather than expertise.

A coach’s value comes from helping leaders think differently, rather than from having personally faced the same challenge. 
This distinction is important: coaches don’t need to have been a CEO to coach a CEO.

They need expertise in leadership development, behavioral science, and change.

For many leadership situations, this is entirely appropriate. But in today’s complex, ever-changing environment, it’s hard to 
replace the value of real-world experience. 

 
The challenge: Leadership gets more complex at 
the top
 
As executives move into enterprise leadership roles, the issues become less developmental and more consequential.
Consider the questions that are top of mind for today’s senior executives: 

•	 How do I build credibility with my board?

•	 How do I manage an activist investor?

•	 How do I restructure an executive team without destabilizing the organization?

•	 How do I navigate a CEO succession process?

•	 How do I lead through a crisis?

•	 How do I build trust with regulators?

•	 How do I prepare for my first earnings call?

•	 How do I manage the relationship between chair and CEO? 

These are not theoretical questions. They are practical leadership challenges that require intuition, experience, timing, 
influence, and risk management expertise. Today’s C-suite executives are not looking for a framework. They are looking for 
perspectives from someone who has lived through similar situations. 

This is where mentoring becomes uniquely powerful.
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What is executive mentoring? 
 
Executive mentoring pairs senior leaders with highly experienced former CEOs, CFOs, CHROs, or other C-suite executives 
who have successfully navigated similar leadership challenges. Most mentors sit on corporate boards, and many serve as 
board chairs.

Unlike coaching, mentoring is grounded in lived experience. A mentor contributes:

•	 Lived perspectives

•	 Context-driven judgment

•	 Pattern recognition

•	 Practical advice

•	 Strategic insights

•	 Experience-based wisdom 

The mentor will have personally faced many of the same issues currently confronting today’s C-suite leaders, allowing 
for mentor conversations to rapidly move from theory to application. The mentor/mentee relationship becomes an 
independent, confidential forum where executives can candidly test ideas, anticipate risks, and accelerate quality decision 
making. 
 
 

Mentor vs. Coach: The fundamental difference 
 
The distinction is simple. Coaching helps you assess the challenge; mentoring helps you solve it. 

Coaching asks: “What do you think you should do?”

Mentoring shares: “Here’s what I learned when I faced something similar. How might that apply to your situation?” 

Both approaches create value. But they create value differently.

Coaching 
 
Competency-based

Focuses on self-discovery

Questioning based on academic principles

Seeks to change thinking patterns and behaviors

Builds self-awareness

Develops leadership behaviors

Mentoring 
 
Business context-based

Focuses on experience transfer

Advice based on decades of lived experience

Seeks to provide actionable business impact

Builds decision-making confidence

Develops leadership judgment
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The new leadership reality: Experience has 
become a competitive advantage
 
At more senior levels, leadership risk increases exponentially.

A poor strategic decision can have devastating financial consequences. The cost of mishandling a board relationship can 
derail a career. The cost of selecting the wrong executive team can compromise organizational performance for years.

In these environments, experience is an essential and strategic asset. However, the reality of CEO pipelines is that there 
aren’t enough experienced CEOs for every vacant seat.

Mentors offer something even the most skilled coaches cannot provide—relevant lived experience for leaders to rely on, 
and confidence for the board that even a first-time CEO is receiving advice from someone who has “been there, done that”. 

Perhaps most importantly, mentoring reduces learning by trial and error, allowing executives to borrow and leverage 
decades of leadership experience, rather than having to endure every lesson themselves.

 

The business case for mentoring
 
Organizations increasingly see the wisdom of investing in a world-class external mentor because the return is immediate 
and practical.

Effective mentoring can:

•	 Accelerate time-to-impact for newly appointed executives

•	 Improve retention of critical leaders

•	 Reduce executive transition risk

•	 Strengthen succession pipelines

•	 Increase executive confidence

•	 Improve strategic decision-making

•	 Enhance stakeholder management 

 

https://www.russellreynolds.com/en/insights/reports-surveys/global-ceo-turnover-index?utm_source=collateral&utm_medium=pdf&utm_content=insights
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For boards and CEOs, mentoring provides a relatively low-cost mechanism for de-risking leadership appointments.

For executives, it provides something increasingly rare: a confidential relationship with someone who understands the 
realities of the role.

Ultimately, the investment in a mentor should be viewed in the context of the decisions these executives make. For 
leaders running large scale businesses, the cost of a failed appointment, or even a single poor strategic, organizational or 
talent decision, can far exceed the investment in an entire year’s worth of mentoring. 
 
 

Is a coach or a mentor right for you? The answer 
lies in what you’re trying to accomplish 
 
The question is not whether coaching or mentoring is better. It’s which best addresses the leadership challenges at hand.

Coaching was designed for a world where leaders needed to improve effectiveness. For behavioral development, self-
awareness, and leadership capability building, coaching remains a powerful tool.

But when leaders face complex business decisions, stakeholder challenges, strategic uncertainty, or major career 
transitions, mentoring offers a distinct advantage.

At the highest levels of leadership, experience matters. The ability to access the wisdom, judgment, and perspective of 
someone who has already walked the path can dramatically accelerate performance while reducing risk.

In a world where leadership has never been more complex, mentoring is increasingly becoming not merely a development 
option, but a leadership imperative.
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