
Mastering the Human Side of Leadership 
The path from technical excellence to leadership excellence requires a fundamental shift in how engineers, 
operations leaders, finance managers, data scientists, and other analytical professionals approach  
influence. Here’s how to successfully make that transition.
 
 
The engineering director stared at the whiteboard, frustrated. Her technical solution was elegant, cost-effective and  
objectively superior to the alternatives — yet she couldn’t get buy-in from other departments. Despite her impeccable  
credentials and flawless analysis, her influence seemed to stop at the boundaries of her technical team. 

This scenario plays out daily across organizations where technical experts step into leadership roles. The very technical 
expertise that propelled their success often becomes an obstacle when trying to lead and influence across organizational 
boundaries.

“Technical professionals are trained to think in terms of technical problems with technical solutions,” says Dr. Tasha Eurich, 
an organization psychologist and author of Insight. “But leadership challenges are rarely purely technical — they’re adaptive 
challenges requiring different thinking patterns and approaches.” 

Research shows that of technical experts promoted to leadership roles, most fail because of interpersonal factors, not  
technical deficiencies. This technical-to-leadership gap represents a critical challenge for organizations increasingly  
dependent on technical talent for strategic leadership.

The Technical-Leadership Paradox
The skills that make someone an exceptional engineer, operations lead or financial analyst are fundamentally different from 
those that make an effective leader. Technical work rewards precision, analytical thinking and individual problem-solving. 
Leadership demands comfort with ambiguity, emotional intelligence and collaborative influence. 
 
According to Kevin Ford, leadership expert and co-author of The Leadership Triangle, technical professionals often default to 
what he calls “tactical leadership,” focusing on operational problem-solving and technical expertise, when situations require 
strategic or transformational leadership approaches. 

“Technical experts excel at solving clearly defined problems,” Ford explains. “But leadership often involves navigating unclear, 
people-centered challenges where there is no single ‘correct’ answer.” 

“Leaders who can seamlessly transition between technical expertise and broader leadership capabilities significantly  
outperform their peers in both innovation metrics and talent retention,” says Abby Curnow-Chavez, A&M Managing Director, 
adding, “Yet developing this capability remains elusive for many technical professionals.”
 
 
The Science Behind Influence
Neuroscience research provides insights into why the transition is so challenging. Technical and analytical thinking primarily 
activates the brain’s task-positive network, regions associated with logical reasoning and problem-solving. Effective  
leadership influence, however, requires activation of the default mode network, which governs social cognition, empathy  
and relationship-building.

From Subject Matter Expert  
to Influential Leader



“These networks tend to suppress each other,” explains Dr. David Rock, director of the NeuroLeadership Institute. “When you’re 
deeply engaged in technical thinking, the brain literally dims its capacity for social perception.” 

This neurological trade-off helps explain why brilliant technical professionals sometimes struggle with people leadership. Their 
brains have been optimized for analytical rather than social processing. 
 
The good news? Neuroplasticity research shows these patterns can be rewired through targeted development and practice. 
Technical leaders can learn to transition seamlessly between analytical and social thinking modes to create a powerful leadership 
approach that leverages both domains.
 

Breaking Through the Influence Barrier: Critical Shifts
For technical professionals to expand their leadership influence, five fundamental shifts in thinking and approach will lead to 
breakthroughs. 

1. From Problem-Solving to Problem-Framing 

Technical experts excel at solving well-defined problems. Leaders, however, must excel at framing complex challenges in 
ways that engage others. 

Daniel Goleman, pioneering emotional intelligence researcher, notes that influential technical leaders “stop trying to solve 
every problem directly and instead create the conditions for collective problem-solving.” 
 
Harvard’s Ronald Heifetz distinguishes between “technical problems,” which can be solved with existing expertise, and 
“adaptive challenges,” which require learning and evolution. Technical professionals often try to apply technical solutions to 
adaptive challenges — a fundamental leadership error. 

Practical Application: Before proposing solutions, leaders should focus on collaborating with their team to build a shared 
understanding of the problem statement. Practice framing issues in terms of business outcomes rather than technical  
parameters to drive group ownership of the challenge, the solution and the business results,” says A&M Managing Director 
Abby Curnow-Chavez. 

2. From Technical Logic to Narrative Influence 

Technical professionals typically rely on data-driven arguments to influence decisions. While valuable, this approach alone 
often fails to create the emotional connection needed for true influence. 

“Even the most rigorous analysis won’t drive decision-making if it isn’t wrapped in a compelling narrative,” explains Nancy Duar-
te, presentation expert and author of DataStory. “Technical leaders need to become bilingual — fluent in both data and story.”
 
Research from Stanford’s Graduate School of Business found that presentations that include personal stories were 22  
percent more memorable than those focused solely on analysis. 
 
Practical Application: Jeffrey Cass, A&M Managing Director, points out, “Developing a great idea and a solid technical  
solution, even at an expert level, is table stakes. The ability to influence others to embrace your idea — that’s taking it to  
the next level and is a requirement for strong leadership. This takes a number of underlying capabilities, including strong  
emotional intelligence, collaboration and an ability to communicate with compelling style and stories.”  

3. From Individual Expertise to Systems Thinking
 
Technical professionals often rise through demonstrated individual expertise. Leadership influence, however, requires  
understanding complex systems of people, processes and relationships. 

“The most influential technical leaders see beyond their domain to the larger system,” says Peter Senge, senior lecturer  
at MIT and author of The Fifth Discipline. “They recognize patterns and interconnections that others miss.” 

“One of the strongest predictors of leadership effectiveness with technical professionals is their ability to think in terms of  
holistic systems,” notices A&M’s Teal Reamer. “This is a bigger indicator of success than their technical knowledge,  
experience, or even emotional intelligence.”



Practical Application: “Leaders should create visual maps of the key stakeholders surrounding specific business challeng-
es. Identifying stakeholder roles, feedback loops, leverage points and unintended consequences of potential decisions is key 
to successful, sustained outcomes. Leaders should continually ask, ‘How does this specific business challenge fit into the 
larger organization’s strategy?’ and ‘How will our ways of working accelerate or derail proposed solutions?’ to help build the 
stories and momentum around the technical solutions,” according to A&M’s Abby Curnow-Chavez. 

4. From Authority to Authentic Influence
 
Many technical leaders attempt to influence through positional authority or expertise alone. Sustainable leadership influence, 
however, comes from authentic connection and trust.
 
Bill George, former Medtronic CEO and author of Authentic Leadership, found that the most influential technical leaders 
“don’t try to imitate leadership stereotypes but rather lead from their authentic technical identity.”
 
A&M’s Jeffrey Cass sees this regularly when working with client executives. “Clients who value authenticity, especially when 
engrained in their values, typically have the best engagement with their teams and across their organizations.”
 
Practical Application: “Building authenticity starts with honing your personal ‘Clarity of Purpose’ and core values as a 
foundation for your personal leadership style. From there, it’s all about meeting the moment — the specific business context 
through which [you] are leading. Different business contexts call for different profiles of traits and competencies for success. 
The best leaders go through an objective assessment of their proficiency against that context-driven success profile as a 
guide to develop themselves, all while staying true to the foundation of their authentic leadership style,” says Cass. 

5. From Technical Precision to Emotional Intelligence
 
Perhaps the most challenging shift for technical professionals is developing emotional intelligence — the ability to recognize 
and manage emotions in themselves and others. 

“Emotional intelligence isn’t soft skills, it’s about hard results,” says Dr. Travis Bradberry, researcher and author of Emotional 
Intelligence 2.0. His research shows that emotional intelligence explains 58 percent of success in all types of jobs and 90 
percent of success for high-level leadership. 

For technical professionals specifically, A&M’s Teal Reamer observes that “those viewed as truly exceptional technical leaders 
— who happen to also be technical experts — have focused on developing their emotional intelligence in addition to their 
technical skills.” She adds, “This has made them clearly stand out from their peers.” 

Practical Application: “Leaders need to develop a keen sense of self-awareness. Regular reflection on emotional responses 
to their leadership style and how it is perceived at both the group and individual level is key to productive group dynamics. 
Pay close attention to nonverbal cues and ask many clarifying questions to understand team members’ emotions and their 
response to different situations. Using a journal to track emotional patterns and responses to leadership interactions helps 
leaders be more aware of their impact on teams. Being introspective and adjusting leadership styles is key to building  
leadership credibility, which in turn drives team performance,” states Reamer. 

 
 
The Integrated Technical Leader: A New Model
The most effective technical leaders don’t abandon their analytical strengths; rather, they integrate them with advanced leader-
ship capabilities. This integration creates what leadership expert Kevin Ford calls “transformational technical leadership” — the 
ability to drive organizational change through both technical excellence and people leadership. 
 
“Technical leaders who can operate comfortably across the full leadership triangle — tactical, strategic and transformational — become 
extraordinarily valuable to their organizations,” Ford explains. “They speak multiple languages: technical, business and human.” 

A&M’s Abby Curnow-Chavez sees this in organizations across industries: “Three hundred-sixty-degree feedback shows that 
leaders who maintain deep technical credibility while exhibiting strong strategic and interpersonal capabilities are perceived to be 
more effective than their peers.”



Developing Integrated Technical Leadership
In our work with clients, we help technical professionals to develop through an integrated leadership approach with structured 
development that respects rather than replaces their analytical thinking style. 

“Effective development for technical leaders doesn’t try to transform them into different people,” explains Dr. Richard Boyatzis, 
professor at Case Western Reserve University and pioneer in intentional change theory. “It helps them build upon their analytical 
strengths while developing complementary capabilities.” 
 
In our experience and client work on leadership development for technical experts we leverage several effective approaches:

1.	 Structured assessment and self-awareness building: Identifying specific leadership strengths and growth 
areas through validated tools tailored for technical professionals. 

2.	 Experiential learning with reflection: Applying new approaches in real leadership situations, followed by  
structured reflection to solidify learning. 

3.	 Systems thinking development: Building capacity to see patterns, relationships and leverage points across 
organizational systems. 

4.	 Emotional intelligence practice: Developing awareness and management of emotions through structured  
exercises designed for analytical thinkers. 

5.	 Cross-functional exposure: Gaining perspective through structured experiences across different organizational 
functions. 

6.	 Personalized coaching: Receiving guidance from experienced coaches who understand both technical and 
leadership domains. 

“We see significant improvement in overall leadership effectiveness from technical professionals who have completed  
customized leadership development programs” reflects Jeffrey Cass.

Transformative Technical Expert Leadership in Practice
What does this integrated approach look like in action? Consider Sarah, a senior data scientist who struggled with  
influence beyond her analytics team. Through targeted development focusing on the five shifts described above, she 
transformed her leadership approach. 

Rather than presenting fully formed technical solutions, Sarah began convening stakeholders to cocreate problem  
definitions. She translated complex analyses into compelling narratives about customer impact. She mapped the  
organizational systems surrounding key decisions, building alliances across functions. She led authentically, leveraging  
her natural analytical strengths while developing deeper emotional intelligence. 

The results were transformative. Within six months, Sarah was successfully leading cross-functional initiatives that  
previously would have stalled. Her influence expanded well beyond her technical domain, and her team’s innovations  
were being implemented at twice the previous rate. 

Sarah’s experience illustrates the potential of integrated technical leadership development — not changing who technical 
leaders are but expanding how they lead and influence.



The Future of Expert Leadership

As technology becomes increasingly central to organizational strategy, the demand for technical experts who can lead 
effectively will only grow. According to the World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report, combined technical and  
leadership capability will be among the most valuable skill sets in the coming decade .1 

Organizations that develop this capability will have a significant competitive advantage. Those that don’t risk watching their 
technical talent plateau in middle management or leave for organizations where their leadership potential is recognized and 
developed. 
 
“We’re entering an era where technical and leadership excellence must be integrated, not separated,” says Ford.  
“Organizations need leaders who can navigate both domains fluidly.” 

For technical professionals themselves, developing integrated leadership capabilities represents not just a career advance-
ment opportunity but a chance to amplify their impact. As one engineering director put it, “I used to think my technical 
solutions would speak for themselves. Now I understand that my role is to help others see possibilities they couldn’t see 
before. That’s real influence.”
 

Alvarez & Marsal develops transformative leadership capabilities in technical experts.  
 
Our integrated approach combines cutting-edge frameworks including Ford’s Leadership Triangle, Goleman’s Emotional 
Intelligence, Heifetz’s Adaptive Leadership and Senge’s Systems Thinking into a development methodology specifically 
designed for analytical thinkers.  
 
Through comprehensive assessment, personalized coaching, targeted skill-building, and strategic application, we help 
technical professionals expand their leadership influence while maintaining their authentic technical identity. Learn more 
about our Technical Leadership Excellence Program at www.alvarezandmarsal.com 
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Founded in 1983, Alvarez & Marsal is a leading global professional services firm. Renowned for its leadership, 
action and results, Alvarez & Marsal provides advisory, business performance improvement and turnaround 
management services, delivering practical solutions to address clients’ unique challenges. With a worldwide 
network of experienced operators, world-class consultants, former regulators and industry authorities, Alvarez & 
Marsal helps corporates, boards, private equity firms, law firms and government agencies drive transformation, 
mitigate risk and unlock value at every stage of growth.

To learn more, visit: AlvarezandMarsal.com. 
 

Teal Reamer
Managing Director 
+1 713 702 3755 
treamer@alvarezandmarsal.com

Abby Curnow-Chavez
Managing Director 
+1 303 668 7935 
acurnow-chavez@alvarezandmarsal.com

Jeffrey Cass
Managing Director 
+1 832 814 4622 
jcass@alvarezandmarsal.com

https://twitter.com/alvarezmarsal
http://www.alvarezandmarsal.com
mailto:gcrs%40alvarezandmarsal.com?subject=
http://www.AlvarezandMarsal.com

