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Abstract: The current research reports on a pilot study that was conducted to test the
feasibility of a larger study exploring a leadership development program at a small and
medium-sized enterprise (SME) in the ICT (Infocommunications) sector in Hungary. The
study employed a mixed-methods approach to data collection, which included literature
review, document analysis, and structured interviews with various participants involved in
the leadership development program. The literature review focused on the history, current
state, existing gaps and limitations, and theoretical frameworks and concepts related to the
research topic. The document analysis aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the
research topic and complement the findings from the literature review. The structured
interviews were designed to be consistent and standardized, with a pre-determined set of
guestions asked to each participant. The interviews were conducted with a diverse group of
participants, including the CEO, People Development Manager, Hiring managers, Domain
Engineering Leads, the Human Resources team, and participants of the leadership
development program.

The current research is a smaller-scale version of a full-scale study (also called a
“feasibility” study), as well as the pre-testing of a particular research instrument, in our
case, document analysis and interview schedule. Pilot researches are a crucial element of a
good study design, as it does not guarantee success in the main study, but it does increase
the likelihood of success. (Polit et al., 2001, Teijlingen et al., 2001)

The paper also discusses the importance of leadership in the ICT sector, citing a survey of
Society for Information Management members that identified leadership as the most
important soft skill for employees in the sector. The article notes that understanding the
preferences of different generations at the workplace is essential to create an effective
leadership development program. Out of the total number of employees, 52 currently work
in the company's software development division, and the preferences and motivations of
these employees will be a critical factor in designing a successful program.

The paper concludes by stressing the importance of pilot studies in research and how they
increase the likelihood of success in the main study. The study's authors hope that the results
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of this pilot study will provide insight into the characteristics of a leadership development
program and assist in developing a more extensive study on the topic.

Keywords: Pilot; Leadership development; SME; Generation Y, Generation Z, interview,
document analysis

Introduction to the pilot research

A pilot research is a small feasibility study designed to test various aspects of the
methods planned for a larger, more rigorous, or confirmatory investigation. (Arain
et al., 2010)

IT continues to increase in importance as a context for organizational behavior
research as IT firms establish large industries as well as accounting for significant
recurring and discretionary expenditure in other organizations. (Hickman et al.,
2018) The current pilot study is part of an ongoing research of a leadership
development program, conducted at a Budapest, Hungary-based SME (small and
medium-sized enterprise), working in the ICT sector.

In this paper, our aim is to present the goal setting, preparation and launch phases of
the program and the research itself, as well as presenting a relevant literature review
on the topic of the research.

The present research constitutes a pilot study and feasibility analysis of a larger-scale
investigation. This preliminary study aims to test the efficacy of the research
instrument, specifically the interview schedule and document analysis, before
implementation in the main study. In research design, pilot studies are indispensable
as they improve the probability of success for the primary investigation, albeit
without guaranteeing it. In other words, while pilot studies do not assure favorable
outcomes, they do help to increase the chances of achieving them. This is in
accordance with the recommendations of Polit et al. (2001) and Teijlingen et al.
(2001).

Material and methods

ICF Tech Hungary, an SME operating in Budapest, has been established in 2019, as
a subsidiary of Accretive Technology Group operating in Seattle, WA, since 1997,
with the mission to expand the business in Europe and as such, be able to scale the
company. The company is working in the ICT sector developing web-based
technology platforms and websites catering to millions of users every day. One of
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their most important development projects is currently in the top 10 most visited
websites in the World.

ICF Tech Hungary has 72 employees today and is intensely scaling up. The growth
is mainly focused on the software development areas of the company, out of 40 new
employees hired in 2022, 30 employees are working in these departments, while the
rest are in support functions.

A survey of Society for Information Management members indicated that leadership
is the most important soft skill for employees working in the ICT sector. (Hickman
et al., 2018, Kappelman et al., 2016) Our research focuses on the leadership
development program of the company’s software development division.

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to gathering and analyzing data,
utilizing both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. The research
methodology consists of three main components: a comprehensive literature review,
a detailed analysis of relevant documents, and a set of structured interviews.
Together, these elements allow for a thorough exploration of the research questions
at hand. The research has been conducted between Q1 2022 and Q2 2023.

The literature review is a critical component of this study as it provides a
comprehensive understanding of the existing research and literature related to the
research topic. A systematic approach was employed to search for relevant literature
using various databases and search engines, including Google Scholar, Scopus, and
Web of Science. The literature review is focused on the following key areas: the
history and evolution of the topic, the current state of the research, the existing gaps
and limitations, and the theoretical frameworks and concepts related to the topic.
The document analysis method is used to collect and analyze data from various
sources, including documentation related to the learning and development processes
of the company. The purpose of the document analysis is to gain an in-depth
understanding of the research topic. The data collected through document analysis is
used to support and complement the findings from the literature review.

Structured interviews are used to collect primary data from participants who have
relevant experience and knowledge related to the research topic. The structured
interviews are designed to be consistent and standardized, with a pre-determined set
of questions asked to each participant. The purpose of structured interviews is to gain
an understanding of the participants' perspectives, opinions, and experiences related
to the research topic. The interviews were conducted with a diverse group of
participants, including the CEO, People Development Manager, Hiring managers,
Domain Engineering Leads, the Human Resources team, and participants of the
leadership development program. All together 1 CEO, 1 People Development
Manager, 4 Domain Engineering Leads and 5 members of the Human Resources
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team took part in the program implementation and the selection process (the selection
committee). All together 10 members of the software development team took part in
the selection process of the leadership development program as candidates and 9 of
them were selected to enter the program. The remaining 1 candidate did not meet the
criteria of the skill-matrix and this candidate was lacking professional knowledge as
well. The candidates were asked to write cover letters as part of the selection, in
which they expressed their motivation to join the development program. This
allowed members of the selection committee to perform in-depth personal interviews
with the candidates about the role and focus on their measurable skills, abilities,
personality traits, along with their technical skills - as demonstrated on the skill
matrix. A loyal, highly skilled employee makes a significant contribution to
organizational success through competencies, experience, and skills. (Szondi, 2020)

Small and medium-sized enterprises operating in the ICT
(Infocommunications) sector in Hungary

Between 2013 and 2017, the number of small and medium-sized enterprises
operating in the ICT sector increased dynamically, by an average of 6,3% per year
in Hungary. By 2017 the number of companies operating in the sector increased by
28% compared to 2013. (KSH, 2019)

The share of small and medium-sized enterprises within the sector did not change
during the five years examined (99%). Their economic weight is much more modest
than this, but their role in the labor market is significant. In 2017, 48% of those
participating in the sector's activities and 39% of employees belonged to SMEs.
Personal expenditures increased by an average of 8.5% per year during the period
under review, in 2017 their proportion was 29% within the sector. (KSH, 2019). For
the relevance of the current research, companies with increasing personal
expenditures are more likely to spend on training and development as well.

Results and discussion

Generations at the workplace

As preferences of work and workplace are different for different generations, it is
vital to understand these preferences (Gaidhani et al., 2019) to be able to assess
motivation factors and create an effective leadership development program. Out of
the total number of employees, 52 currently work in the company's software
development division, which is 69 percent of all staff, we assessed the generational
composition of these employees.
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The following graph represents the age distribution of employees in the software
development division of the company. The x-axis displays different age groups, and
the y-axis shows the number of employees falling into each group. The graph shows
that the largest group of employees (20 individuals) is between the ages of 20 and
25, followed by 16 individuals in the 26-30 age range. The number of employees
gradually decreases with increasing age, with only 2 individuals in the 36-40 age
range and 3 individuals above the age of 41. This information was used to assess the
age diversity within the software development division of the company.

Table 1. Age distribution of employees in the company's software development division

Age distribution of employees in the software
development division

25
20
15
10

20-25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company

The following table illustrates the age ranges typically associated with "Generation
Y" and "Generation Z", as identified in the literature review. It is not a traditional
graph with axes and numerical values, but rather a visual representation of age ranges
associated with each generation. This information was used to contextualize research
findings or to better understand the characteristics and behaviors of different
generational cohorts.

Table 2. Generation Y and Generation Z age in 2023

Name of generation Date of birth Age in 2023
Generation Y 1981-1995 42-28 years old
Generation Z 1996-2010 27-13 years old

Source: Own editing based on the literature review

The following graph shows the distribution of employees in the company's software
development division based on their generational cohort. The X-axis indicates the
generational cohorts being compared, specifically "Generation Z" and "Generation
Y". The Y-axis shows the number of employees in each cohort. This information
was used for analyzing the demographics of the company's workforce. Based on the
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literature review and document analysis, as shown on the graph, the majority of
employees in the software development division, except for 2 employees, are
between 20-30 years old, and as such, they fall in the Gen Z and Gen Y categories.
Most of them are Gen Z employees.

Table 3. Generation Z and Generation Y employee distribution in the software development division

Gen Z - Gen Y employee distribution in the software
development division

30
25
20
15
10

13-27 years old 28-42 years old
Gen Z GenY

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company

Gen Z - Gen Y motivation at the workplace

Career development is a process of increasing individual employability to achieve
the desired career. Niati et al. (2021) proved their hypothesis in their research, that
training can improve employee work performance which in turn can improve the
employee's career development as well. However, there is no uniform strategy for
organizational advancement, and career systems develop differently in each
company based on resources, external and internal factors. (Szondi, 2020)
Employers should provide a supportive environment with clear structures and
unambiguous reward and development indicators when recruiting a younger
generation like Generation Y or Generation Z. A well-coordinated career
management system always starts with the process of selection, but the next steps
are based on finding the balance between the employee’s career goal and the
company'’s interest. (Szondi et al. 2019) Baum (2019) also suggests "giving voice”
to Generation Y and engaging them in conversation.

It is valuable to understand workplace motivation variations amongst different
generations of employees. (Cennamo et al., 2008) To engage employees in
conversation, the company conducts a detailed, anonymous engagement survey
every year to measure satisfaction, engagement and to be able to address any issues
within the company. The survey has been conducted in Q1 2022 and Q1 2023 at the
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company, using Likert scale questionnaires and free-form text questionnaires, in an
online format.
Based on the results of the first engagement survey, conducted in Q1 2022, we found
that:
e 50% of employees indicated that they would like to see more career
opportunities within the company.
e 45% of employees indicated that they would like to see more development
and training opportunities within the company.

The same questionnaire was used in the follow-up engagement survey, one year later,
in order to be able to compare the results. Based on the results of the second
engagement survey, conducted in Q1 2023, we found that:

e 25% of employees indicated that they would like to see more career
opportunities within the company. This shows a significant improvement
within the area, as a direct result of the company leadership program.

e 30% of employees indicated that they would like to see more development
and training opportunities within the company. This is also an improvement,
however as not all employees participate in the leadership program and the
company is expecting them to attend other trainings in the future, this
decrease is less significant than the previous answer.

Leadership Development Program

Employees are expected to take more responsibility for enhancing current skills and
adding new ones to meet current job demands, prepare for leadership opportunities,
and ensure their own employability to move and adapt within and between
organizations as needed (Molloy et al., 2010) As the company is going through
intense scale-up progress, focused on the software development divisions, the need
for new teams and leaders started to emerge from the beginning of 2022. These
complex business problems require long-term leadership development processes.
(Day et al., 2014)

Data regarding the correlation between employee motivation and career
opportunities have already been established by the engagement surveys, and as a
result, management decided to fill leadership positions in-house, meaning they
would promote employees already working for the company. Hickman’s 2018
research offers several propositions for leadership development in Information
Technology, from which P1. IT units with formal mentorship programs will be better
positioned to fill leadership positions with internal candidates and P2. Leadership
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development treated as a core business process rather than a series of isolated events
will result in improved program outcomes - directly reflects the leadership
development program of ICF Tech Hungary. The company established that in order
to be able to promote leaders, they first need to determine the skills and competencies
needed to be further developed throughout the program. The company used findings
of the interviews with the CEO, People Development Manager, Hiring managers,
Domain Engineering Leads, and the Human Resources team to determine these
leadership skills and competencies, summarizing and measuring them using the
scorecard method. (Smart et al., 2008, Boudlaie et al., 2020) Within the company
framework, employees with special abilities and excellent competencies can be
identified along the created talent dimensions. (Szondi et al. 2019) At the beginning
of planning, the leadership team created objectives (goals) for the leadership
development program, to ensure that the program is planned in its entirety and that
it covers all areas needed to be able to promote the new leadership team, as shown
in Table 6. They set short term goals for the first quarter of the program, mid term
goals for the second quarter and long term goals for the last 6 months (covering two
quarters) of the program.

In this context, short term goals - as shown in Table 4. - represent the planning phase
of the program, from identifying training needs, to conducting engagement surveys,
creating a skill matrix and a formal training plan for the program.

Mid term goals reflect on the communication of the program to internal candidates,
conducting interviews with said internal candidates, with the end goal of launching
the program and trainings for the quarter.

Long term goals reflect on the continuation and finalization of trainings for
participants, with the ultimate goal of being able to promote them into new team lead
positions. The company would like to ensure that the success of the program is
properly measured, and in order to do so, KPI’s were set and monitored throughout
the program.

The company set its desirable turnover rate at below 15% for the entirety of the
program, as based on the findings of the engagement survey, it is proved that
retention is in strong correlation with employee career paths and motivation. The
company uses this KPI (key performance indicator) data to cross-reference the
results of the engagement survey.
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Table 4. Objectives of the Leadership Development Program Planning

SHORT TERM OBJECTIVES

Short term objectives (2 months, O3 of 2022)

Key results for short term objectives

Training needs

Identdy training needs

Identify and align the obj of the leadershi
with the overal business objectives

program

Identify the motivation of current employees in order to commit long-term

Engagement survey (svery 12 months) and regular (siwsekly) smployes
1 ians. G

-noa 12 mon ‘
Employee mativation fririniiiace 1 during the about
new smployees
Skill-matrix Croatn sidl stz for inbamal mbation nd dltng plan pupoes |27 I scomGar method for sdilmabiz creation, wih the invohanmnt of

the People Development and Hiring Managers

Training plan

Create a thorough and detailed training plan for the program based on
employee motivation and overall program goals

The HR taam has lsaming&devalopment sxparise, and with the help of
the newly hired People Devalopment Managers, create a thorough and
transparent training plan for sslected employees to participate in

Retention

Ensure employee retention for participants, keep tumaover rate below 15%

Communicate the pragram an allintemnal platforms and ensure training

and needs and carser ions of paricipants are met

MID TERM OBJECTIVES

Mid term objectives (3 menths, Q4 of 2022)

Key results for mid term objectives

Program communication

Identiy smployses interested in becoming leaders and team lsads

Create a transparent communicaton matenal about e leadersnip
development program and colecting applcations (cover letters by
employess whers they exprass their interest in participating in the

Interviews

Conduct interviews for the selecion of internal applicants

At the i ducted with empl wishing to ipate in the
program, HR and the selected hirng managers used the scorecard
method for selection

Launch the program

Launch the leadership devalopment program

Ensure that participating employess have proper time and support
alocated for the program

Paricipating employees take part in various technical and soft skill

Trainings Technical and soft skil trainings for participants. tminings
By launching the program. the expectad tumaver is low, as smployses
Retention Ensure employes retention for paricipants, keep tumaover rate below 15% paticipating in the program are less open and wiling to leave the
pany for a better offe i
LONG TERM OBJECTIVES
Long term objectives (6 months, Q1-Q2 of 2023) Key results for long term objectives
Trainings Tachnical and soft skil trainings for paricipants Partisipating amglayees take par in various technical and soft skil
trminings
Retention Ensure employee retantion, keep tumover rate below 15% By promoting new lsaders, the expected tumover is low, as the program
caters to the moviational needs of the participating employees
Promotions Promate . nto and team lead roles After complaiing the program, new leaders and team leads are being

permanenty promoted

Follow-up & Measurement

Follow up the training program by maasuring the succass

& months after the promotion of new leaders and team leads, HR will
conduct surveys from participants and their teams, conduct 171
and measure sath ion and befare i
the next leadership development program

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company
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Based on the research findings, the company identified measurable skills, abilities
and personality traits - collectively called a ‘Skill Matrix’ for the leadership
development program participants to be able to measure and further develop
throughout the program, as shown in Table 5. This table outlines the key measurable
skills, abilities, and personality traits that an ideal candidate for the leadership role
should possess. The desired personality traits include being calm and collected,
having proficient verbal and written English, being an excellent communicator with
both stakeholders and team members, having an ambition for quality work, having
professional curiosity, and having the ability to take feedback constructively.
Technical skills listed include a deep understanding of company architecture, medior
knowledge in at least one programming language, automated testing, architectural
patterns, and monitoring software, as well as being comfortable with backend
development. Additionally, the ideal candidate should have the ability to set clear
objectives for the team, motivate team members, give constructive feedback, mediate
conflicts between team members, and prioritize tasks effectively. In summary, this
table serves as a guide to determine the essential skills and abilities required for the
leadership position, providing a clear picture of the ideal candidate for the role.
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Throughout the selection process, internal candidates received scores and notes for
these competencies, to ensure everyone is trained based on their own needs and the
program is focusing on individual levels as well.

Table 5. Identified skill matrix for participants of the Leadership Development Program

Measurable skills, abilities and personality traits

Calm and collected personality

Proficient use of English (verbal and written)

Excellent communicator — both with stakeholders and team members

Ambition for quality work, professional curiosity

Effectively implement feedback into their work

Precise with strong attention to detail (bugs, releases, etc.)

Independent problem solver, be able to prioritize between tasks and when it comes to

delegating them

Takes responsibility

Setting clear objectives for the team and explaining why they matter

Motivating team members

Ability to give effective and constructive feedback to team members

Ability to mediate between team members in case of a conflict

Technical skills — expertise of the functions

Knowledge of the company architecture

Medior knowledge in one specific programming language

Medior knowledge in automated testing

Knowledge of architectural pattems

Knowledge of monitoring software

Comfortable with backend development

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company

Based on the research findings, objectives were set for the participants of the
program to ensure these are the goals they collaboratively need to achieve by the end
of the program, as shown in Table 6. The table provides a list of key competencies
and skills that are important for effective leadership. These competencies are
grouped into four categories, each with its own set of abilities:

1.
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Drive Results: This category focuses on setting clear, challenging, and
motivating targets for oneself and the team. It also emphasizes the ability
to improve both individual and team performance.

Champion Change: This category involves the ability to recognize and
communicate the need for change, as well as the ability to lead and take
ownership of change within one's area of responsibility. It also
emphasizes the importance of involving the team in identifying and
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delivering change. A research conducted by Pierog and Dajnoki in 2020
about the expectations for managers concluded that the participants of
their study ranked responsibility as the most important expectation.
(Pierog - Dajnoki 2020) Responsibility as a trait is significant in our
findings as well.

Lead: This category focuses on the ability to explain the vision and
strategy of the organization in a way that is inspiring and motivating. It
also involves spending time with the team to recognize and share good
performance and behaviour, building the team's confidence to take
responsibility, and supporting them to make decisions.

Develop: This category emphasizes the importance of developing the
team's capabilities and supporting their career growth. This involves
discussing aspirations, development, and career options with team
members.

Work Collaboratively: This category highlights the ability to challenge
constructively, build relationships across the organization, create an
environment where best practices are shared, and encourage creativity to
flourish.

Overall, table 6. provides a useful framework for assessing leadership skills and
identifying areas for improvement. By focusing on these key competencies,
individuals can develop their leadership skills and enhance their ability to lead teams
and drive organizational success.

Table 6. Objectives (goals) for participants of the Leadership Development Program

Objectives

Drive results

Ability to aim higher by setting clear, stretching and motivating targets for yourself
and the team

Ability to improve both your and the team’s performance

Champion Change

Ability to identify and communicate the need for change outside of your area whilst
suggesting alternatives

Ability to take ownership and lead change in your area, set a positive example
through your response to change

Ability to involve the team in identifying and delivering change

Ability to explain the vision and strategy in a way that is meaningful and motivating

Drive to spend time with the team to spot good performance and behaviour to

Lead recognize and share with others
Ability to build the confidence of the team to take responsibility and support them to
take more decisions

Develop Ability to develop the team's capabilities and support them in developing their career.

Discuss aspirations, development and career options

Work collaboratively

Ability to challenge constructively, build beneficial relationships across the
organization, create an environment where best practices are shared, and creativity
can flourish

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company
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Learning and development framework of the Leadership Development
Program

70:20:10 is a learning and development framework that sets out a rationale for how
employees learn. It states that 70% of our learning comes from challenging
assignments and on-the-job experiences. 20% of our learning is developed from our
relationships with other people, our networks, and the feedback we receive. 10% of
our learning is derived from formal training, such as courses and workshops. (Scott
et al., 2016) ICF Tech Hungary decided to follow the 70/20/10 learning approach
(Table 7.) because the skill sets and goals listed previously in this research are so
specific, that people get the majority of the skills and knowledge they need to do
their job from on-the-job learning experiences, rather than from classroom or course-
based learning (Scott et al., 2016) and to build more resilient workforces and create
cultures of continuous learning is a strategic goal of the company. (Arets, et al. 2016)

Table 7. 70/20/10 Framework at ICF Tech Hungary

10% through formal trainings and

70/20/10 learni ach
ming appro materials

70% through experience 20% through relationships

1:1 with CEQ,HR Director, Domain

L) Leadership role, values and
Leaders and People Development

Being involved in leaders’ meetings, s eatlast training program

principles

plannings, Kick-off events pre-works

Manager

Il.) Leadership tasks and tools

Shadowing Team Leaders, first
attending and after leading team
meetings

Team Lead Mentors, People
Development Manager

Leadership group skill coaching
sessions

lll.) Domainfteam specific and
other personal development

Implement and experience in their
everyday work

Formal training (e.g., English), Head
of Education, People Development
Manager, Domain Leadership

Technical or English courses, formal
trainings, books, confluence pages,
showcases and other formal
materials

Source: Own editing based on the document analysis of the researched company
Research limitations and further research opportunities

This pilot study on a leadership development program at an SME in the ICT sector
has provided valuable insights into the feasibility of a larger-scale study. However,
there are limitations to the study that need to be acknowledged. Firstly, the study was
conducted in only one company, limiting the generalizability of the findings to other
organizations. Secondly, the sample size for the structured interviews was relatively
small, with only a few key stakeholders being interviewed. This could limit the depth
and breadth of insights gained from the interviews. Thirdly, the study was conducted
in a specific cultural and geographical context, and the findings may not apply to
other contexts.
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Despite these limitations, this pilot study has provided useful insights into the
leadership development program of the company's software development division.
The literature review has identified several gaps in the current research, which
provides ample opportunities for further research. Future studies could focus on a
larger sample size, including multiple companies in different geographic and cultural
contexts, to improve the generalizability of the findings.

Further research could also explore the effectiveness of different leadership
development approaches, such as coaching or mentoring, in the ICT sector. Further
research could also explore the impact of leadership development programs on
employee performance and job satisfaction.

In conclusion, this pilot study has provided valuable insights into the leadership
development program at an SME in the ICT sector. While there are limitations to the
study, it has identified several opportunities for further research. Future studies could
build on the findings of this pilot study to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of leadership development in the ICT sector.
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