
STRETCH
Why should you read this?  If you want to know 

how managers and employees can be stretched 

to reach the next level, this is for you.



A stretch assignment is one of the best 

development methods that a manager 

can have in his or her toolbox. If it’s 

carried out systematically, it can deliver 

on two parameters – the development of 

employees and the development of the 

business – at the same time. There are 

lower costs associated with working with 

stretch assignments, and it is an opportunity 

for all employees in the business, regardless 

of level, role or experience. It’s not the 

answer to all development and should 

of course be supplemented with other 

types of development activities, but it is 

a cornerstone in managers’ methods for 

helping all employees develop themselves.

To work with stretch assignments 

challenges what for some is an established 

mindset that development and running a 

company are two separate things, where 

running the company is what we do 

every day that drives the business, while 

development is something we do outside 

of the daily operations. Stretch assignments 

combine these two things. It is running 

the company and development combined, 

because it makes the most sense to 

develop yourself where it will specifically be 

used and also  

because it actually creates the most value in 

relation to learning something. There is solid 

research telling us that the primary driver 

for managers’ and employees’ development 

is through their daily work and practice. 

A significant part of our development is 

closely linked to practical experiences 

acquired in real situations with real tasks 

that are important for the company as well 

as managers and employees. Something is 

at stake, and the relevance of real tasks will 

be experienced as much greater than when 

they are created for the given situation. 

The stretch assignment must also help 

the company and the employees to create 

learning that can be converted into valuable 

results. Learning is a product of a process 

based on experiences and challenges, and 

it is about trying something new that you 

otherwise wouldn’t have done. Learning is 

therefore closely connected with the actions 

that are carried out and the reflections that 

are associated with these before, during and 

after the action.

STRETCH
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A stretch assignment is an task or a 

project that is given to an employee to 

stretch the employee developmentally. 

WHAT IS A STRETCH ASSIGNMENT?
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The stretch assignment challenges the 

employee by putting him or her in new and 

unfamiliar situations that require other things 

than previously in order to support learning 

and development, as well as to help the 

employee master new tasks or existing tasks 

in new ways. A stretch assignment can also 

easily be given to a team of employees who 

have to solve the task together, at the same 

time as you aim for specific competencies 

and skills to be developed through solving 

the task as well as acquiring new knowledge.

A number of the characteristics of a stretch 

assignment are:

 � Specific and strategic A stretch 

assignment is very focused and there 

should be clear answers to why it is 

carried out, what the employee should 

specifically develop and do in the task, 

as well as what the company should 

experience in terms of value. When 

the task is strategically embedded and 

evaluated as commercially valuable, then 

it will have a focus and be experienced 

as relevant, which will also give the 

employee the necessary exposure in the 

company.

 � Time focused The stretch assignment 

has a clear end state. Just like when you 

are out running and push yourself, you 

can’t continue forever. There has to be 

a time with the running ends so that you 

don’t collaps. Remember that a stretch 

task puts the employee in situations that 

are new and that require something extra 

of the person. Therefore It is requires that 

the task is restricted in terms of time and 

scope.

 � Engaging The employee must feel a 

sense of ownership of the task and have 

a certain degree of freedom about how 

the task can be completed. As long as 

there is a clear agreement of what the 

task should lead to in terms of learning, 

experience and value, then give the 

employee the space to find their way 

themselves.

 � Relevance Both the company and the 

employee should experience the stretch 

assignment as relevant. Does the task 

give the employee the right experiences 

and is it seen as meaningful? Is the 

task a step in the right direction for the 

employees ongoing development in the 

company? Does the task better prepare 

the employee for a new role or new 

situations? 



that you have to do anyway, at the 

same time as it is used as a systematic 

development process for an employee. 

To complete a stretch assignment does 

not necessarily mean that you have to 

move to a new job in the process. It can be 

connected to this, but it’s not a requirement. 

To change jobs is in itself a big challenge 

and includes many of the things that are 

also present in a stretch assignment and 

thus is an important way of developing 

yourself, but it shouldn’t be the only thing. 

This is because, amongst other things, 

that changing job doesn’t happen that 

often and is not always something that you 

necessarily have that much control of. 

Development in a company should occur 

more often and more continuously, and 

here is where stretch assignments, amongst 

others, come in. A range of other goals 

of working with stretch assignments can 

therefore be to:

 � Expand an employee’s level of 

experience within the existing role.

 � Develop the employee’s insight and 

experience with specific strategic 

competencies that are important for the 

company’s strategy and business focus.
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Will completing the task create value for 

the company? Will the company learn 

something from completing this task?

 � Targeted A stretch assignment focuses 

on developing specific competencies 

and skills in specific situations, as well 

as provide the employee with new 

knowledge. Set focused goals for the task, 

both in relation to results and learning, 

and make sure that you constantly 

maintain a balance for these goals, so 

that focus, for example, doesn’t become  

too one-sided  in  only measuring the 

business results in the task.

 

 � Challenging The stretch assignment 

should be challenging and constructively 

push the employee. It is also valuable 

if the task challenge the employee’s 

manager, which the right stretch task 

often does. The manager should manage 

in a new way, perhaps give more space 

than usual and hold more status and 

learning dialogues with the employee 

than when the employee works in a field 

that he or she is more competent in. 

WHY WORK WITH STRETCH 

ASSIGNMENTS?

Stretch assignments are an opportunity to 

realize something valuable for the company 



5

 � Create an increased insight and 

experience in an employee across the 

company’s value chain and business 

units.

Regardless of why you start such a process, 

it is always the goal that is the first thing you 

should engage with, where the following 

questions can guide you:

 � Why should we work with the stretch 

task in the first place and what should it 

lead to?

 � What should it specifically help the 

company and the employee with?

 � Which function should the stretch 

task fulfil – for the company and the 

employee?

 � What is it specifically that we are working 

towards? What should be developed and 

realized through the stretch assignment?

You should not start before these 

fundamental issues are in place so that there 

is a clear goal, seen from both the company’s 

and the employee’s perspective.

HOW DO YOU DEFINE A STRETCH 

ASSIGNMENT?

The definition of a stretch assignment is first 

and foremost about what the employee is 

developing themselves towards. It could 

be to develop towards a management 

role, expand their existing role as project 

manager so that they can handle a portfolio 

of projects instead of one project or 

something completely different. No matter 

what, it is about having control of what 

you are developing from and what you 

are developing towards. The function of 

the stretch assignment is to build a bridge 

from the current situation to the desired 

new situation. This will help to provide 

the relevant experiences, challenges and 

insight that mean that the employee’s 

developmental goals are realized. 

Start by asking the following two questions

1) Which experiences are critical for the 

employee to go through in order to realize 

his or her development goals?

2) What should the employee specifically 

learn from these experiences? 



When these are in place, then you have 

the foundation for finding the tasks that 

are already considered important in 

the company. Tasks that incorporate 

the relevant elements, initially defined 

as important for the employee’s further 

development. 

The test for whether you have chosen 

a relevant task is whether it will be both 

valuable for the employee and the 

company to complete it as a stretch 

assignment and create the desired change. 

Further additional questions that are 

good for testing in the initial phase are, for 

example:

 � What can the employee almost do that 

will be valuable for his or her further 

development and value creation in the 

company?

 � Is the employee actually willing to learn 

something new and test him- or herself 

in unfamiliar situations, where the 

employee perhaps doesn’t succeed to 

the same degree in the beginning that he 

or she is used to?

 � To what extent is the employee’s 

manager willing to help with supporting 

the employee’s result creation and 

learning during the work with the task?
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HAVE CONTROL OF THE 

EMPLOYEE’S DIFFERENT ZONES

It is not possible to have a single template 

for all employees that ensures that the 

same methods or process can be used 

for everyone when you work with stretch 

assignments. Therefore, it is naturally 

important to know where the individual 

employee’s strengths and weakness are 

and what in particular motivates them. 

Another framework often used for working 

with differentiating is to look at when the 

employee is in different zones in his or her 

work, and what it means that it is this way. 

The different zones are as follows: 

Boredom

In this zone, the employee lacks challenges. 

Here, the majority of the tasks that the 

employee carries out do not match his or 

her experiences and skills, so the employee 

is not sufficiently challenged and uses their 

talents and commitment other places than 

in their daily tasks.

Comfortable

Here, the employee is in control and uses 

what they can in a way that is familiar for 

him or her. The employee has no problem



 � Insistent curiosity In order to get the 

most out of a stretch assignment, it 

requires that the employee is curios 

in a very deliberate way. That they are 

open about things not necessarily going 

as planned or as they normally do, and 

that situations will occur that require the 

employee to learn something new and 

they are not able to rely only on their 

existing experiences and skills.

 � Calm under pressure There will no 

doubt be situations where the employee 

is put under pressure in ways that they 

have not experience before. Here, the 

employee should be open and stay calm 

when it happens. Amongst other things, 

the employee will need to ask more 

questions in order to understand, rather 

than just provide answers – which they 

could be used to in their usual role.

 � Reflection and reaching out  in relation 

to feedback. The employee should 

be ready to investigate more, both in 

relation to the task itself as well as how 

they solve the task and cooperate with 

others during the process. A large part 

of the lessons in a stretch assignment 

will come from the feedback from 

others as part of the process about how 

the employee acts and what it means 

for the cooperation

  

carrying out the tasks, because skills and 

experiences directly align with the demands 

of the task.

Development

Here, the employee is challenged and parts 

of their experiences and skills are no longer 

sufficient for succeeding in the task. More is 

required as well as something new in order 

to complete the task.

Panic

Here, they are too far from their comfort 

zone, and the task or situation that the 

employee is in is significantly greater than 

the experiences or skills that they currently 

have. The requirements from the task are 

too much, so the employee does not learn 

the necessary things from the situation, 

and is not able to work with the task in an 

educational and productive way. It is more 

about “survival” than about learning and 

completing the task.

It’s the development zone that you 

should aim for when working with stretch 

assignments. Where it requires something 

extra in order to succeed at an appropriate 

level so that you are still able to learn and 

act in the task. The employee should have 

to stretch themselves in order to complete 

the task and be outside his or her normal 

comfort zone. To succeed, it will require, 

amongst other things:
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The new aspect here is that the employee 

has to use existing competencies in a 

different way or use new competencies in 

relation to the known areas.

Level 2) Here, the employee takes on more 

or new responsibility within a known area. 

The framework for the employee’s work and 

role is expanded to include more than the 

employee has been used to.

Level 3) Here, the employee works with 

new types of task or relates to new types of 

people and situations.

Level 4) Here, the employee handles both 

a higher level of challenges than previously 

and new types of tasks, people or situations.

Regardless of which level is brought 

into play, in relation to the specific task, 

make sure that there are conscious 

considerations behind it and that there is a 

clear design of both the task’s nature and 

process for completing the task. Use the 

levels to consciously choose how much 

the employee should be at the specific 

level, so that there is a match between the 

requirements that the task sets, what the 

employee can do today and the challenges 

you want the employee to go through.

and completion of the task as well as 

value creation. Therefore, make sure 

that the employee gets more feedback 

than they are perhaps used to or 

comfortable with.

 � Testing and challenging During the 

task, try to put the employees in new 

situations where they do not necessarily 

know in advance whether they will 

succeed. The employees should be 

helped in trusting that the necessary 

lessons will come and that these often 

occur when you act rather than just think 

about what you will do.
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There are a number of levels that are 

good to relate to when defining the stretch 

assignment that is to be worked with. 

There is not one level that is more correct 

than another, since it should be matched 

to the experience that the employee has, 

the experience and lessons you want 

the employee to achieve as well as the 

fundamental goal of completing the stretch 

task.

Level 1) Here, the employee works within 

an area that is already well known and with 

tasks that are known.

FOUR LEVELS IN PLAY



and put it under the seat. Then, imagine that 

the captain makes his announcement and 

asks you to put the jacket on.

How long does it take you now?

A guess would be that you’re faster the 

second time than the first time. This is 

because you’ve tried it before. You have 

an experience that you can draw on and 

it will be more natural for you to complete 

the task. No one has shown you what you 

should do, based on the assumption that 

if you show people what they should do, 

they’ll be able to do it later. But often this 

isn’t how it works.

We have to form our own experiences and 

not only be shown how to do things, even 

though it means that the first few times 

we complete a new task or project, it will 

be a bit slower and maybe feel unnatural. 

This is part of the process, and you have 

to be willing to invest when you work with 

stretch assignments. You invest some time 

learning something so that it feels natural 

later, and in this way, you have expanded 

your competence and experience zone. 

Therefore, as a manager, you should be 

careful not only to show the employee how 

to put the life jacket on.
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HOW DO YOU MANAGE A STRETCH 

ASSIGNMENT?

Imagine that you are sitting on a plane and 

that the security procedures have just 

begun. The stewardess shows how to put 

on the life jacket in case of an emergency 

landing of the aircraft. She goes through 

all the steps, all the way from how you put 

on the vest, blow air into it and tie it around 

your waist. When she’s finished, she takes 

off the vest and puts it in a bag. Ten minutes 

after taking off, the captain announces the 

following over the speaker:

“This is your captain speaking. We have 

some problems with the plane and may 

need to make an emergency landing. To be 

on the safe side, I would ask you all to put 

your life jackets on immediately”.

How long do you think it would take you to 

put the life jacket on?

Imagine exactly the same situation again, 

but the difference being that this time the 

flight attendant’s security procedure is as 

follows: She starts as usual, but when she 

gets to the life jacket, she doesn’t show you 

how to put it on but asks you and all the 

other passengers to find the jacket under 

your seats, put it on, blow it up, tie the cord 

around your waist, as well as take it off again



Throwing the employee in at the deep 

end is not a guarantee that it will be an 

educational experience and is not an end 

in itself. The work with stretch assignments 

gives the company and the employee a 

number of interesting possibilities, but there 

are also a number of pitfalls that you should 

steer clear of:

 � When the scales tip too much to one 

side If there is too much focus on 

either that the stretch assignment is 

only about creating results that are 

beneficial for the company or is only 

about the employee learning something, 

then there’s an imbalance. The stretch 

assignment should have a focus on 

both, where both the company and the 

employee experience value.

 � When you make something up for 

the occasion You shouldn’t make up 

something new in the work with stretch 

tasks. The company already has tasks 

and projects that are considered 

important, and these are the ones that 

should be used. Use what there is 

already a strategic attention towards, 

both to make sure that the right 

attention and support are there but also 

to create a motivating framework for the 

employee. It is always more  interesting  

to work  with  something
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The employee must be allowed to do it 

themselves and you must accept that the 

employee does not immediately deliver at 

the level you expect. This will first happen 

later, after the person has had experiences, 

sparred with you about these experiences 

and learnt lessons from them, as well as 

having tried again.

WHAT IF EVERY BUSINESS 

CHALLENGE IS A POTENTIAL 

DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITY?

The starting point for the work with stretch 

tasks is that all the tasks in a company 

include the opportunity to learn something 

or acquire useful experiences. This doesn’t 

mean that all tasks should be considered 

to be stretch assignment, but some of them 

should. That you as a manager consciously 

consider what the individual tasks include 

in terms of learning as well as delegate 

and select tasks, not only with the goal of 

solving them, but also with the goal that the 

employees become cleverer and better at 

solving these tasks.

Just because you’re giving the employee 

challenges doesn’t mean that he or she is 

learning enough from them. 

WHAT SHOULD YOU CONSIDER?
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that is important and can create more value 

than something that has quickly been made 

up and is not based on the existing strategic 

focus.

 � When there is understeer The fact that 

the employee gets a stretch assignment 

does not necessarily mean that they 

should do it all by themselves and that 

you as a company just sit back and 

assess whether he/she has succeeded. 

There will always be a need for a 

framework statement of, amongst other 

things, the task’s purpose, success 

criteria and desired effects that ensure 

relevance for the company. There is also 

a need for the employee to be helped to 

gain the relevant lessons from the task 

so that these can be used in the future.

 � When there is oversteer You can also 

risk ending up in a situation where 

you have given an employee a stretch 

assignment but are not willing to give 

them the space to learn the task or 

shape the task in their own way. Too 

little room is given for the employee to 

form his or her own experiences and 

too much ends up being about getting 

something very specific out of the task 

in a certain way.

The work with stretch assignments requires 

ongoing follow-up that are focused on 

progress in relation to value creation and 

output as well as whether the desired 

lessons are realized. This doesn’t need to 

take long, but it should be incorporated as 

a regular practice, for example between 

the employee and his or her manager. A 

number of questions that are good for these 

follow-up sessions are:

 � What is moving in the right direction in 

the task and why?

 � What have you done specifically that 

has made this development possible?

 � What strengths have you drawn on in 

the process?

 � What frameworks and conditions have 

made it possible?

 � What has not gone as planned and why?

 � What have you done specifically that 

perhaps needs to be adjusted in the 

future?

HOW CAN YOU FOLLOW UP?
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 � Which of your own pitfalls have you 

encountered on the way?

 � What frameworks and conditions have 

gotten in your way?

 � How can you use the initial lessons in 

the future and specifically how?

 � Where have I, as a manager, been a 

useful support and devil’s avocate, and 

where were you missing something 

from me?

 � What have you learnt about yourself, 

about working with others, about our 

company or customers?

 � What are the next steps from here?

 � What would you like to learn in the 

coming period?

 � What would you like to realize in the 

coming period?

 � How can I help you with this?

 � What should our next follow-up 

meeting be about and what should have 

happened in the meantime?

EXAMPLES OF STRETCH 

ASSIGNMENST

As mentioned, stretch assignments are 

always specific, for a specific employee 

or a team of employees. The tasks build 

a bridge between a current situation and 

the desired future situation. In spite of this, 

you can easily be inspired by the stretch 

assignments that others have successfully 

worked with. Here you have a few 

examples:

Focus on management

 � Participate in the company’s strategic 

planning process.

 � Carry out the recruitment of new 

employees.

 � Carry out 1:1 conversations with 

employees.

 � Plan, complete and follow up on the 

communication of a change in a team or 

the entire company.

 � Start a new department.

 � Function as a mentor for a new 

colleague.



 � Change jobs with a colleague for a time.

 � Represent the company with a group 

of important external stakeholders or 

customers.

 � Develop a new product with external 

suppliers and customers.

 � Take on tasks from your own manager.

 � Work systematically to improve your 

relationship with a colleague that has 

until now not been optimal.

 � Teach on one of the company’s 

development programs or in your own 

department.

 � Represent the company in the media.
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 � Take global responsibility for the 

product, process or customer segments.

Focus on project management

 � Handle a project that was not successful 

at one time.

 � Manage a portfolio of projects rather 

than a single project.

 � Work on creating followership without 

the formal authority.

 � Execute a new or strategically critical 

project with a large internal and external 

focus.

 � Project manage a group of employees 

from a culture other than you are used 

to.

 � Complete projects with a greater scope 

and complexity than previously tried.

Focus on professional and personal 

development

 � Design, complete and follow up on an 

important meeting or workshop.

 � Get the responsibility for a critical 

customer segment, where satisfaction is 

not where it should be.

PREREQUISITES FOR SUCCESS 

WITH STRETCH ASSIGNMENTS

First and foremost, the basic prerequisite 

for being successful with stretch assign-

ments is that the company is working with 

or willing to work with development as part 

of managers’ and employees’ practice. That  

development is not just something that 

happens on courses or similar initiatives.



 � The task should consist of elements that 

ensure that the employee is exposed to 

the desired experiences and lessons in 

different ways.

 � The task should have elements of 

collaboration in it, since the opportunity 

for learning is also closely linked to 

relationships with other people.

 � The task should be directly rooted in the 

practice that the employee is training 

towards.
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Next, that managers are motivated to 

support this kind of development and 

specifically put time aside in their daily work 

for sparring, follow-up and feedback. The 

managers should see it as an important 

part of their management task to use the 

company’s existing tasks as opportunities 

for learning and development. In addition, 

there are a number of basic prerequisites 

that relate to how adults learn best.

These can be summarized as follows

 � The employee should be motivated to 

do the task and should be part of setting 

specific goals (results and learning) for 

the completion of the task.

 � The task must be directly rooted in the 

company’s reality and be consistent 

with the company’s strategy and stated 

focus.

 � The employee should be able to 

practice by completing the task and also 

receive ongoing feedback on his or her 

actions in and reflections about the task.

 � The employee should be both 

supported and challenged by his or 

her manager as part of the process, 

and possibly also colleagues and 

stakeholders.
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Checklist for stretch assignments

 � Will the stretch assignment 

provide opportunities to develop 

competencies that align with 

the development the employee 

wants?

 � How big a risk does the company 

run by the employee working 

with the stretch assignment?

 � What kind of management 

support is needed to complete 

the stretch assignment?

 � Does the stretch assignment 

contain elements that require the 

employee to succeed together 

with others?

 � Does the stretch assignment 

include the right balance 

between focus on company value 

and value for the employee’s 

development?

 � From the company’s perspective, 

what will the specific signs be 

that the stretch assignment has 

been completed successfully? 

 � From the employee’s perspective, 

what will the specific signs be 

that the stretch assignment has 

been successfully completed 

and given the right experiences 

and lessons?

 � To what extent does the company 

have a culture and acceptance 

of using stretch assignments 

as learning opportunities for 

employees?

 � What is the management culture 

like in the company in relation 

to balancing focus on business 

results and learning results?


