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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 ▶ The traditionally stable energy sector is being transformed by the “3 D’s”: decarbonization, decentralization, and digitization, 
leading to a need for innovative leadership and a shift in strategic skill sets.

 ▶ Powerco is looking to develop an internal pipeline of executive talent to meet the changing business environment from a pool 
of Powerco executives and senior leaders who have functional and operational backgrounds but less experience in top-level 
business activities such as strategic planning.

Challenge

 ▶ Partnership with Columbia Business School Executive Education to use AMP (Advanced Management Program) to enable a 
shared learning experience and acquisition of common business acumen for Powerco’s top leadership team.

 ▶ Combining classroom instruction in top-level business skills with experiential learning and individual coaching for a 
transformative program experience—at the very center of business.

 ▶ Living Case projects allow Powerco executives to address real-world challenges for Powerco.

Solutions

 ▶ Ambitious strategic and innovation projects and goals to future-proof the company in anticipation of the challenges of the 3 D’s. 

 ▶ New energy and mindset in the C-suite, with a team of executives who have transformed from a task-oriented, operational 
mindset to a strategic group with long-term aspirations. Their new mantra is: “Let’s dare each other to be great.” 

 ▶ Global support network of mentors and advisors that provides a knowledgeable and experienced sounding board to Powerco 
executives.

Results
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The energy sector has been undergoing significant change 
as a result of the 3 D’s (decarbonization, decentralization, 
and digitization), requiring innovative leadership 
and a shift in strategic skill sets in executives.
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POWERCO at a glance

DEEP DIVE

Powerco is New Zealand’s largest electricity distribution company 
in terms of network length (36,000 km) with 460 employees 
serving 1.1 million customers on the North Island of New Zealand. 
In 2018, it posted a net profit of $133 million based on revenues 
of $500 million. For CEO Nigel Barbour, developing top talent is 
key to maintaining the success of the company. “While we are a 
major company in New Zealand, we are not a major company in 
a global sense,” Barbour notes. “That said, Powerco is seen as 
a ‘good place to work,’ and this allows us to attract and retain a 
talented team of people.”  

 ▶ Founded in 1999 and 
headquartered in New 
Plymouth, New Zealand

 ▶ 460 (full-time equivalent) 
employees across four 
North Island branches

 ▶ 1.1 million customers (homes, 
businesses, and organizations)

 ▶ Only one of two utilities 
in New Zealand offering 
both electricity and gas

 ▶ Net profit of $133 million based 
on revenues of $500 million
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Developing Top Executive Talent for 
the Company’s Succession Planning
With talent being a key competitive differentiator, Barbour 
sees developing a pipeline of executive talent—potential 
successors to him and the current executive team—as one 
of his most important roles as CEO. 

One of the challenges in 
developing top executive 
talent at Powerco is the 
nature of the careers in 
New  Zealand’s energy 
sector. “Our executives 
and senior leaders tend 
to have an operations or 
functional background 
and be very involved 

in the business on a day-to-day basis,” says Barbour. 
As a result, these executives may not have the general 
innovation, strategic, and senior leadership experience 
that rising executives in other industries may have. 

In addition, the energy sector, historically a more 
stable industrial sector, has been undergoing 
significant change as a result of the 3 D’s 
(decarbonization, decentralization, and digitization), 
further adding to the need for innovative leadership 
and a shift in strategic skill sets beyond the 
functional and operational skills acquired in the 
executives’ careers.

A New Mindset and 
Perspective in the C-Suite
“About half of the current executive team, myself 
included, have attended the Advanced Management 
Program,” Barbour says. “One obvious sign of the 
learning we have taken from the program is how we 
think and talk about strategy internally and with our 
shareholders. If you were to visit, you would hear us 
talk about (1) our strategy as a platform strategy 
as opposed to a product strategy and (2) how we 
develop our existing platform and create new 
platforms to create shareholder value.”  

Barbour sees developing a pipeline of executive talent—potential successors to 
him and the current executive team—as one of his most important roles as CEO.



NEW PERSPECTIVES, 
NEW METHODOLOGIES, 
NEW AMBITIONS
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The Living Case: A Real-World 
Project Tailored to Company Needs
In the program’s Living Case exercise, participants develop 
action plans that respond to real-world challenges of the 
participants’ organizations. The action plans are reviewed 
by other participants, turning them into “consultants” for 
each other, who offer honest feedback, advice, and ideas 
on the plans. 

Powerco chief information officer Brigitte Colombo chose 
to bring her ideas for an ambitious digital change program 
that would include: (1) establishing an innovation program 
for the company; (2) implementing a digital skills program; 
(3) a culture change to move from the current state to one 
that better responds to a more dynamic environment, or (4) 
all three. 

Colombo’s Living Case cohort responded with a note of 
caution. Given the existing concurrent change activities, 
their advice was to hold off on the plan until a later time.

Taking the advice of her cohort, Colombo did not attempt 
to put her Living Case into action right away. “The timing 

was not right,” she says. However, she is still committed 
to introducing the concepts from her Living Case to the 
company, beginning with new frameworks and ideas on 
innovation. “It’s not as if we don’t do innovation,” she says. 
“But we don’t call it innovation. And we don’t have a singular, 
company-wide view of it.” 

As Colombo explains, “Our approach to this won’t be 
big bang, big launch, or anything like that. It will be more 
iterative and grow over time. As a company, we think that 
the real disruption will be in ten to twenty years. This means 
that we have time to build the competencies that we’re 
going to need. And those same innovation competencies 
will help us be more efficient in the short term.” 

Practical Higher-Level Leadership 
Skills between Day-to-Day 
Practices and Leadership Theory 
Andrew McLeod is the former general manager of Powerco’s 
Electricity Business. He is one of two former Powerco 
senior executives who have since become CEOs at other 
companies after attending the Advanced Management 
Program. McLeod expected the Advanced Management 
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Program to provide him with some “up-to-date information 
and ideas from a top-level university in the States—a 
bit of a refresher, if you like.” Instead, the program was “a 
completely different experience” from what he expected. 
“Much more powerful and transformative.” 

The reason is that the Advanced Management Program 
is designed right in what McLeod calls the ‘sweet spot’ of 
theory and application—not just presenting the theory but 
also how to apply it in the real world. “I had come across 
two types of leadership material prior to the program,” 
he says. “At the top end was material on leadership that 
was ethereal—for example, intellectual debates about 
how to define leadership. And at the bottom end, you 
get very detailed management toolboxes, frameworks, 
implementation templates—the type of material that 
seemed down in the weeds. In terms of practical leadership 
ability and insight at an executive level, I felt as though you 
were left to make that up for yourself.”

The Advanced Management Program fills the gap, he says, 
answering questions such as: “What’s important in the mass 
of information out there? What’s practically proven, and 
how can you make sense of it as prior learning, supplement 
it with a bit of the learner’s thinking, but then turn it into a 
set of practical approaches that can take your leadership to 
a different place?”  

Gaining Global Perspectives and 
Access to a Global Set of Advisors
Another important benefit of the Advanced Management 
Program is that the participants bring home with them 
the relationships that they acquire in the program. The 
senior executives in the program are based around the 
world and from different kinds of organizations—large and 
small, public and private—and their learning thrives on the 
diversity in the classroom. “Knowing that I now have peers 
whom I can bounce ideas off of, and who will coach me if 
I have a particular challenge—what a wonderful resource 
and advantage to have,” says Colombo.

The program was ‘a completely different experience’ from what 
he expected. ‘Much more powerful and transformative.’ 



9 

Powerco | COLUMBIA BUSINESS SCHOOL EXECUTIVE EDUCATION CASE STUDY

The Advanced 
Management 
Program is 
designed right in 
the ‘sweet spot’ 
of theory and 
application—not 
just presenting the 
theory but also 
how to apply it in 
the real world.



The quality of the faculty is 
a big part of why Columbia’s 
Advanced Management 
Program has been so successful 
in helping us achieve our goals. 
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While Columbia Business School’s Advanced 
Management Program—a four-week program designed 
for global senior executives—may be located 9,000 
miles from Powerco’s New Plymouth, New Zealand 
headquarters, there are a number of reasons why 
Powerco decided to put it at the center of its leadership 
development and succession planning efforts.

Learnings beyond the Experience of Powerco Executives 

“Columbia’s Advanced Management Program helps Powerco’s 

executives and senior leaders develop their leadership tool 

kits and strategy playbooks—areas that are hard to develop 

‘on the job’ here at Powerco,” says CEO Nigel Barbour. 

Quality of the Faculty “The quality of the faculty is 

a big part of why Columbia’s Advanced Management 

Program has been so successful in helping us achieve our 

goals,” says Barbour, who himself attended the program 

in fall 2013. “The faculty has helped us as an executive 

team transform to respond better to these changes.” 

Relevance and Value “Columbia’s Advanced 

Management Program offers frameworks 

and tool kits that are relevant to the 

challenges and opportunities that Powerco 

has as an organization,” says Barbour. 

The Living Case (an exercise that allows 
participants to address a company challenge 
during the program) “The Living Case is an 

example of our taking issues and workshopping 

them with a wider group and extracting 

some important learnings and practical 

applications out of those,” says Barbour. 

Unanimous Positive Feedback from Attendees 

Columbia’s Advanced Management Program “has 

proven to be a ‘crowd favorite,’” says Barbour. 

“We have sent executives to other programs, but 

the feedback has been, ‘I wish I had attended 

Columbia’s Advanced Management Program.’”

Why Columbia’s Advanced Management 
Program? A Leader’s Perspective
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For Barbour, the opportunity 
to network is a key 
advantage of choosing an 
open enrollment executive 
education program versus a 
program custom-designed 
for his organization. “I am a 
big believer in the value of 
networks,” he says. “We are in 
a time of change in an industry 
that is not used to rapid 
change, and the insights and 

learning you receive from peers, even those outside of your 
industry, are incredibly valuable.”

Stuart Dickson, general manager of Powerco’s Gas 
Business, echoes his CEO’s assessment. “The fact that the 
other executives in the program are from different countries, 
cultures, and backgrounds gives you an even greater 
perspective,” he says. “You go to events in New Zealand 
and you learn from others, but it’s all from the same country 
context.” He notes that the structure of the program, which 
incorporates numerous group activities and group thinking 
efforts, deliberately leverages the opportunity to expose 
participants to broader perspectives. 

Inspired Ambition
After attending the Advanced Management Program, many 
executives acquire or reinforce their aspirational career 
ambitions. Powerco CIO Brigitte Colombo is one example. 
“My career ambition five years ago was to be a CIO,” she 
says. “I joined Powerco just over three years ago as a CIO, 
so I’ve achieved my goal. However, I hadn’t really thought 
about what was next.” The Advanced Management Program 
experience led Colombo to consider, for the first time, the 
possibility of taking on a chief executive role, she says. “I 
think it was clear from what I learned in the program and 
the feedback from my peers and cohort that being CEO is a 
real, viable option for me if I decide to pursue it.”

Andrew McLeod, former Powerco general manager and 
current CEO of New Zealand’s Northpower utility company, 
was equally inspired. “The Advanced Management Program 
was exactly what I needed at the time for my learning, for 
my role at Powerco, and for my career at large. The entire 
Columbia experience has helped Powerco’s executive team 
have a ‘Let’s dare each other to be great’ attitude. It has 
created this energy at the top, this movement, so people 
in the company can advance. There’s also a really nice 
aspirational feel on their executive team. And that, I think, 
has helped the company immensely.”
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The structure of the program, which incorporates numerous 
group activities and group thinking efforts, deliberately leverages 
the opportunity to expose participants to broader perspectives.
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About Columbia Business School 
Columbia Business School is the only world-class, Ivy League business school 
that delivers a learning experience where academic excellence meets with real-
time exposure to the pulse of global business. The thought leadership of the 
School’s faculty and staff members, combined with the accomplishments of its 
distinguished alumni and position in the center of global business, means that 
the School’s efforts have an immediate, measurable impact on the forces shaping 
business every day. To learn more about Columbia Business School’s position at 
the very center of business, please visit www8.gsb.columbia.edu.

About Columbia Business School Executive Education 
Columbia Business School Executive Education offers non-degree professional 
development in leadership, strategy, finance, and more. Designed for high impact 
business leaders, the more than 60 programs—in-person and online—provide 
actionable skills that allow participants to make an immediate impact on their 
organization. Learn more at www8.gsb.columbia.edu/execed.


