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Successful institutions are often the products of many hands pulling together in the same
direction. And so it has been with the Harvard Center for Public Leadership (CPL), an
institution built over decades by people with fierce dedication to the common good.  
 
Its beginning traces all the way back to 1936 and the Great Depression when the Harvard
Kennedy School (HKS) itself was founded. The School had two stated missions: to make the
world a better place through public policy research informed by engagement with
practitioners; and to prepare outstanding students for lives of service and public leadership.  
  
For much of its early history, the School built a reputation as America’s premier public policy
school and a pioneer in the teaching of public management. Legendary faculty like Richard
Neustadt and Thomas Schelling walked its halls. But in those years the School, like most
academic institutions around the world, offered few, if any, courses in leadership itself.  
 
Laying The Foundation 
 
In 1983, Ron Heifetz, a physician, pioneer in leadership education, and now the King Hussein
bin Talal Senior Lecturer in Public Leadership, approached Dean Graham Allison to propose
that the School develop a strong teaching and research program on the practice of leadership.
In Heifetz’s view, the twentieth century showcased both the blessings of wise leadership and
the devastating impact of charismatic figures who prey upon the pains of their people. The
coming century would need our graduates to know more than how to analyze policy and run
institutions; they also would need to know how to lead peoples across the globe in facing the
challenges of teeming societies in an interdependent world. Dean Allison endorsed Heifetz’s
proposal and asked him to prepare the new curriculum.  
 
Over the next seventeen years, Heifetz collaborated with colleagues and partners to lay three
essential footings – intellectual, curricular, and institutional – for what would become the
Center for Public Leadership at HKS. Heifetz set in motion streams of work that brought
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 Over 1,000 students from the U.S. and abroad graduated with CPL fellowships, answering a
call to public leadership. Fellowships established under Gergen’s leadership focused on issues
pertaining to the Middle East, to veteran’s affairs, to social justice, to the role of business in
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