Skills Approach

DESCRIPTION

Like the trait approach, which we discussed in Chapter 2, the skills
approach takes a leader-centered perspective on leadership. However, in the
skills approach we shift our thinking from a focus on personality character-
istics, which usually are viewed as innate and largely fixed, to an emphasis
on skills and abilities that can be learned and developed. Although person-
ality certainly plays an integral role in leadership, the skills approach sug-
gests that knowledge and abilities are needed for effective leadership.

Researchers have studied leadership skills directly or indirectly for a
number of years (see Bass, 1990, pp. 97-109). However, the impetus
for research on skills was a classic article published by Robert Katz
in the Harvard Business Review in 1955, titled “Skills of an Effective
Administrator.” Katz’s article appeared at a time when researchers were try-
ing to identify a definitive set of leadership traits. Katz’s approach was an
attempt to transcend the trait problem by addressing leadership as a set of
developable skills. More recently, a renewed interest in the skills approach
has emerged. Beginning in the early 1990s, a multitude of studies have been
published that contend that a leader’s effectiveness depends on the leader’s
ability to solve complex organizational problems. This research has
resulted in a comprehensive skill-based model of leadership that was
advanced by Mumford and his colleagues (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding,
Jacobs, & Fleishman, 2000; Yammarino, 2000).




40 ) LEADERSHIP

In this chapter, our discussion of the skills approach is divided into two
parts. First, we discuss the general ideas set forth by Katz regarding three
basic administrative skills: technical, human, and conceptual. Second, we
discuss the recent work of Mumford and colleagues that has resulted in a
new skills-based model of organizational leadership.

THREE-SKILL APPROACH

Based on field research in administration and his own firsthand obser-
vations of executives in the workplace, Katz (1955, p. 34) suggested that
effective administration (i.e., leadership) depends on three basic personal
skills: technical, human, and conceptual. Katz argued that these skills are
quite different from traits or qualities of leaders. Skills are what leaders can
accomplish, whereas traits are who leaders are (i.e., their innate character-
istics). Leadership skills are defined in this chapter as the ability to use
one’s knowledge and competencies to accomplish a set of goals or objec-
tives. This chapter shows that these leadership skills can be acquired and
leaders can be trained to develop them.

Technical Skill

Technical skill is knowledge about and proficiency in a specific type of
work or activity. It includes competencies in a specialized area, analytical
ability, and the ability to use appropriate tools and techniques (Katz, 1955).
For example, in a computer software company, technical skill might include
knowing software language and programming, the company’s software pro-
ducts, and how to make these products function for clients. Similarly, in an
accounting firm, technical skill might include understanding and having the
ability to apply generally accepted accounting principles to a client’s audit. In
both of these examples, technical skills involve a hands-on activity with a
basic product or process within an organization. Technical skills play an essen-
tial role in producing the actual products a company is designed to produce.

As illustrated in Figure 3.1, technical skill is most important at lower and
middle levels of management and less important in upper management. For
leaders at the highest level, such as chief executive officers (CEOs), presi-
dents, and ‘senior officers, technical competencies are not as essential.
Individuals at the top level depend on skilled subordinates to handle tech-
nical issues of the physical operation.
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Figure 3.1 Management Skills Necessary at Various Levels of
an Organization
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SOURCE: Adapted from “Skills of an Effective Administrator,” by R. L. Katz,
1955, Harvard Business Review, 33(1), pp. 33-42.

Human Skill

Human skill is knowledge about and ability to work with people. It is quite
different from technical skill, which has to do with working with things
(Katz, 1955). Human skills are “people skills.” They are the abi.lities that help
a leader to work effectively with subordinates, peers, and superiors tg accom-
plish the organization’s goals. Human skills allow a leader to assist group
members in working cooperatively as a group to achieve common goals. For
Katz, it means being aware of one’s own perspective on issues gnd, at the
same time, being aware of the perspective of others. Leaders with human
skills adapt their own ideas to those of others. Furthermore, they create an
atmosphere of trust where employees can feel comfortable anq secure .and
where they can feel encouraged to become involved in the planm‘ng of th'n}gs
that will affect them. Being a leader with human skills means being sensitive
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to the needs and motivations of others and taking into account others’ needs
in one’s decision making. In short, human skill is the capacity to get along
with others as you go about your work.

In Figure 3.1, human skills are important in all three levels of man-
agement. Although managers at lower levels may communicate with a far
greater number of employees, human skills are equally important at middle
and upper levels.

Conceptual Skill

Broadly speaking, conceptual skills are abilities to work with ideas
and concepts. Whereas technical skills deal with things and human skills
deal with people, conceptual skills involve the ability to work with ideas. A
leader with conceptual skills is comfortable talking about the ideas that
shape an organization and the intricacies involved. He or she is good at
putting the company’s goals into words and can understand and express
the economic principles that affect the company. A leader with conceptual
skills works easily with abstractions and hypothetical notions.

Conceptual skills are central to creating a vision and strategic plan for
an organization. For example, it would take conceptual skills for a CEO in
a struggling manufacturing company to articulate a vision for a line of new
products that would steer the company into profitability. Similarly, it would
take conceptual skill for the director of a nonprofit health organization
to create a strategic plan that could compete successfully with for-profit
health organizations in a market with scarce resources. The point of these
examples is that conceptual skill has to do with the mental work of shap-
ing the meaning of organizational or policy issues—understanding what a
. company stands for and where it is or should be going.

In Figure 3.1, conceptual skill is most important at the top management
levels. In fact, when upper-level managers do not have strong conceptual
skills, they can jeopardize the whole organization, Conceptual skills are
also important in middle management, but as you move down to lower
management levels, conceptual skills become less important.

Summary of the Three-Skill Approach

To summarize, the three-skill approach includes technical, human, and
conceptual skills. It is important for leaders to have all three skills, but
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depending on where they are in the management structure, some skills are
more important than others.

Katz’s work in the mid-1950s set the stage for conceptualizing leadership
in terms of skills, but it was not until the mid-1990s that an empirically based
skills approach received recognition in leadership research. In the next sec-
tion, the comprehensive skill-based model of leadership is presented.

SKILLS MODEL

Beginning in the early 1990s, a group of researchers, with funding from the
U.S. Army and Department of Defense, set out to test and develc?p a com-
prehensive theory of leadership based on problem-solving skills in organi-
zations. The studies were conducted over a number of years using a sample
of more than 1,800 Army officers, representing six grade levels, from sec-
ond lieutenant to colonel. The project used a variety of new measures and
tools to assess the skills of these officers, their experiences, and the situa-
tions in which they worked. '

The researchers’ main goal was to explain the underlying elements of effec-
tive performance. They addressed questions such as these: What accounts for
why some leaders are good problem solvers and others are not? What specific
skills do high-performing leaders exhibit? How do leaders’ individual 'charac-
teristics, career experiences, and environmental influences affect their job per-
formance? As a whole, researchers wanted to identify the leadership factors
that create exemplary job performance in an actual organization.

Based on the extensive findings from the project, Mumford and col-
leagues formulated a skill-based model of leadership (Mumforc.i,'Zaccaro,
Harding, et al., 2000). The model is characterized as a capability moslel
because it examines the relationship between a leader’s knowledge and skll.ls
(i.e., capabilities) and the leader’s performance (p. 12). Leadership capat?ll—
ities can be developed over time through education and experience. Unlike
the “great person” approach (discussed in Chapter 2), which implies that
leadership is reserved only for the gifted few, the skills approach suggests
that many people have the potential for leadership. If people are capal.)le
of learning from their experiences, they can acquire leadership. The skills
approach can also be distinguished from the leadership approaches we
will discuss in subsequent chapters, which focus on behavioral pz.ltterns
of leaders (e.g., the style approach, transformational leadership, or
leader—member exchange theory). Rather than emphasizing what leaders
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do, the skills approach frames leadership as the capabilities (knowledge and
skills) that make effective leadership possible (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding,
et al., 2000, p. 12).

Mumford’s group’s skill-based model has five components: competen-
cies, individual attributes, leadership outcomes, career experiences, and
environmental influences. A portion of the model, illustrating three of these
components, appears in Figure 3.2. This portion of the model is essential to
understanding the overall skill-based leadership model.

Figure 3.2 Three Components of the Skills Model

INDIVIDUAL LEADERSHIP
ATTRIBUTES COMPETENCIES OUTCOMES
Generz{)ﬁ)i?ygnitive Problem-Solving
Skills .
Crystallized Cognitive Effective )
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SOURCE: Adapted from “Leadership Skills for a Changing World: Solving Compléx
Social Problems,” by M. D. Mumford, S. J. Zaccaro, F. D, Harding, T. O. Jacobs, and
E. A. Fleishman, 2000, Leadership Quarterly, 11(1), 23.

Competencies

As can be observed in the middle box in Figure 3.2, problem- -solving
skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge are at the heart of the skills

model. These three competencies are the key factors that account for effec-
tive performance. ‘

Problem-Solving Skills

What are problem-solving skills? According to Mumford, Zaccaro,
Harding, et al. (2000), problem-solving skills are a leader’s creative ability
to solve new and unusual, ill-defined organizational problems. The
skills include being able to define significant problems, gather problem
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information, formulate new understandings about the problem, and generate
prototype plans for problem solutions. These skills do not function in a
vacuum but are carried out in an organizational context. Problem-solving
skills demand that leaders understand their own leadership capacities as
they apply possible solutions to the unique problems in their orgamzat1on
(Mumford, Zaccaro, Connelly, & Marks, 2000).

Being able to construct solutions plays a special role in problem solving.
In considering solutions to organizational problems, skilled leaders need
to attend to the time frame for constructing and implementing a solution,
short-term and long-term goals, career goals and organizational goals,
and external issues, all of which could influence the solution (Mumford,
Zaccaro, Harding, et al., 2000, p. 15).

To clarify what is meant by problem-solving skills, consider the follow-
ing hypothetical situation. Imagine that you are the director of human
resources for a medium-sized company and you have been informed by the
president that you have to develop a plan to reduce the company’s health
care costs. In deciding what you will do, you could demonstrate problem-
solving skills in the following ways. First, you identify the full ramifica-
tions for employees of changing their health insurance coverage. What is
the impact going to be? Second, you need to gather information about how
benefits can be scaled back. What other companies have attempted a simi-
lar change, and what were their results? Third, you need to find a way to
teach and inform the employees about the needed change. How can you
frame the change in such a way that it is clearly understood? Fourth, you
need to create possible scenarios for how the changes will be instituted.
How will the plan be described? Fifth, you will need to look closely at the
solution itself. How will implementing this change affect the company’s
mission and your own career? Last, are there issues in the organization
(e.g., union rules) that may affect the implementation of these changes?

As illustrated by this example, the process of dealing with novel, ill-
defined organizational problems is complex and demanding for leaders. In
many ways, it is like a puzzle to be solved. For leaders to solve such puzzles,
the skill-based model suggests that problem-solving skills are essential.

Social Judgment Skills

In addition to problem-solving skills, effective leadership performance
also requires social judgment skills (see Figure 3.2). In general, social
judgment skills are the capacity to understand people and social systems
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(Zaccaro, Mumford, Connelly, Marks, & Gilbert, 2000, p. 46). They enable
leaders to work with others to solve problems and to marshal support to
implement change within an organization. Social judgment skills are the
people skills that are necessary to solve unique organizational problems.

Conceptually, social judgment skills are similar to Katz’s (1955) early
work on the role of human skills in management. In contrast to Katz’s
work, Mumford and colleagues have delineated social judgment skills into
the following: perspective taking, social perceptiveness, behavioral flexibil-
ity, and social performance.

Perspective taking means understanding the attitudes that others
have toward a particular problem or solution. It is empathy applied to
problem solving. Perspective taking means being sensitive to other people’s
perspectives and goals—being able to understand their point of view on
different issues. Included in perspective taking is knowing how other con-
stituencies in an organization view a problem and its possible solutions.
According to Zaccaro, Gilbert, Thor, and Mumford (1991), perspective-
taking skills can be likened to social intelligence. They are concerned
with knowledge about people, the social fabric of organizations, and the
interrelatedness of each of them.

Social perceptiveness is insight and awareness into how others in the
organization function. What is important to others? What motivates them?
What problems do they face, and how do they react to change? Social per-
ceptiveness means understanding the unique needs, goals, and demands of
different organizational constituencies (Zaccaro et al., 1991). A leader with
social perceptiveness has a keen sense of how employees will respond to
any proposed change in the organization. In a sense, you could say it allows
the leader to take the pulse of employees on any issue at any time.

In addition to understanding others accurately, social judgment skills
also involve reacting to others with flexibility. Behavioral Slexibility is the
capacity to change and adapt one’s behavior in light of an understanding of
others’ perspectives in the organization. Being flexible means one is not
locked into a singular approach to a problem. One is not dogmatic but
rather maintains an openness and willingness to change. As the circum-
stances of a situation change, a flexible leader changes to meet the new
demands.

Social performance includes a wide range of leadership competencies.
Based on an understanding of employees’ perspectives, leaders need to be
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able to communicate their own vision to others. Skill in persuasion and
communicating change is essential to do this. When there is resistance to
change or interpersonal conflict about change, leaders need to function as
mediators. To this end, skill in conflict resolution is an important aspect of
social performance competency. In addition, social performgnce sometimes
requires that leaders coach subordinates, giving them direction apd support
as they move toward selected organizational goals. In all, social perfor-
mance includes many related skills that may come under the umbrella of
communication.

To review, social judgment skills are about being sensitive to how your
ideas fit in with others. Can you understand others and their unique needs
and motivations? Are you flexible, and can you adapt your own ideas to
others? Can you work with others even when there are resistance and con-
flict? Social judgment skills are the people skills needed to advance change
in an organization.

Knowledge

As shown in the model (see Figureé 3.2), the third aspect of competen-
cies is knowledge. Knowledge is inextricably related to the appli.cation
and implementation of problem-solving skills in organizations. It directly
influences a leader’s capacity to define complex organizational problems
and to attempt to solve them (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, et al., 2000).
Knowledge is the accumulation of information and the mental structures
used to organize that information. Such a mental structure is called a schema
(a summary, a diagrammatic representation, or an outline). Knowledge
results from having developed an assortment of complex schemata for
learning and organizing data.

For example, all of us take various kinds of facts and inforrpation
into our minds. As we organize that information into categories or
schemata, the information becomes more meaningful. Knowledge
emerges from the facts and the organizational structures we app‘ly‘ to
them. People with a lot of knowledge have more complex organizing
structures than those with less knowledge. These knowledgeable people
are called experts.

Consider the following baseball example. A baseball expert knmys a lot
of facts about the game; he or she knows the rules, strategies, equipment,
players, and much, much more. The expert’s knowledge about baseball
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includes the facts, but it also includes the complex mental structures used
in organizing and structuring those facts. That person knows not only the
season and lifetime statistics for each player but also his quirks, his injuries,
the personality of the manager, the strengths and weaknesses of available
substitutes, and so on. The expert knows baseball because she or he com-
prehends the complexities and nuances of the game. The same is true for
leadership in organizations. Leaders with knowledge know much about the
products, the tasks, people, organization, and all the different ways these
elements are related to each other, A knowledgeable leader has many
mental structures with which to organize the facts of organizational life.

Knowledge has a positive impact on how leaders engage in problem
solving. It is knowledge and expertise that make it possible for people to
think about complex system issues and identify possible strategies for
appropriate change. Furthermore, this capacity allows people to use prior
cases and incidents in order to plan for needed change. It is knowledge that
allows people to use the past to constructively confront the future.

To summarize, the skills model consists of three competencies: problem-
solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge. Collectively, these

three components are positively related to effective leadership performance
(see Figure 3.2).

Individual Attributes

Returning to Figure 3.2, the box on the left identifies four individual
. attributes that have an impact on leadership skills and knowledge: general
cognitive ability, crystallized cognitive ability, motivation, and personality.

These attributes play an important role in the skills model. Complex
problem solving is a very difficult process and becomes more difficult as
people move up in the organization. The following attributes support people
as they apply their leadership competencies.

General Cognitive Ability

General cognitive ability can be thought of as a person’s intelligence. It
includes perceptual processing, information processing, general reasoning
skills, creative and divergent thinking capacities, and memory skills,
General cognitive ability is linked to biology, not to experience.

9
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Sometimes described as fluid intelligence, it is a type of intelligenge that
usually grows and expands up through early adultl}ood an.d then beglps to
decline with age. In the skills model, intelligence is described as havmg a
positive impact on the leader’s acquisition of complex problem-solving
skills and the leader’s knowledge.

Crystallized Cognitive Ability

Crystallized cognitive ability is intellectual ability that is Iearn.ed or
acquired over time. It is the store of knowledge we get t'hrou‘gh experience.
We learn more and increase our capacities over a lifetime, increasing our
leadership potential (e.g., problem-solving skills, conceptual ability, anfi
social judgment skills). In normally functioning adults, this type of cogni-
tive ability grows continuously and typically does not fal.l off in adulthood.
It includes being able to comprehend complex informatlon.and learn new
skills and information, as well as being able to communicate to others
in oral and written forms (Connelly et al., 2000, p. 71). Stated another way,
crystallized cognitive ability is acquired intelligen@: the idé‘:as and mental
abilities people learn through experience. Because it stays fairly stable over
time, this type of intelligence is not diminished as people get older.

Motivation

Motivation is listed as the third attribute in the model. Althqugh the
model does not purport to explain the many ways in whic.h motivation may
affect leadership, it does suggest three aspects of motivation that. are essen-
tial to developing leadership skills (Mumford, Z.accaro, Harding, et al.,
2000, p. 22). First, leaders must be willing and motivated to tack.le complex
organizational problems. It is the critical first step. For lez.LdF:rshlp to occur,
a person wants to lead. Second, leaders must be.z willing to ex'press
dominance—to exert their influence, as we discussed in Chapter 2. In. influ-
encing others, the leader must take on the responsiblhty of dominance
because the influence component of leadership is inextricably bound to
dominance. Third, leaders must be committed to the social good of the orga-
nization. The social good is a broad term that can refer to a host of outcomes.
However, in the skills model it refers to the leader’s willingness to take on
the responsibility of trying to advance the overall human gqod fmd Va.lllf? of
the organization. Taken together, these three aspects of motivation (willing-
ness, dominance, and social good) prepare people to become leaders.
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Personality

Personality is the fourth individual attribute in the skills model. Placed
where it is in the model, this attribute reminds us that our personality has
an impact on the development of our leadership skills. For example, open-
ness, tolerance for ambiguity, and curiosity may affect a leader’s motivation
to try to solve some organizational problem. Or, in conflict situations, traits
such as confidence and adaptability may be beneficial to a leader’s perfor-
mance. The skills model hypothesizes that any personality characteristic
that helps people to cope with complex organizational situations probably
is related to leader performance (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, et al., 2000).

Leadership Outcomes

In the box on the right in Figure 3.2, effective problem solving and
performance are the outcomes of leadership. These outcomes are strongly
influenced by the leader’s competencies (i.e., problem-solving skills, social
Jjudgment skills, and knowledge). When leaders exhibit these competencies,
they increase their chances of problem solving and overall performance.

Effective Problem Solving

As we discussed earlier, the skills model is a capability model, designed
to explain why some leaders are good problem solvers and others are
not. Problem solving is the keystone in the skills approach. In the model
(see Figure 3.2), problem-solving skills, as competencies, lead to effective
problem solving as a leadership outcome. The criteria for good problem
solving are determined by the originality and the quality of expressed solu-
tions to problems. Good problem solving involves creating solutions that
are logical, effective, and unique and that g0 beyond given information
(Zaccaro et al., 2000). :

Performance

In the model, performance outcomes reflect how well the leader has
done her or his job. To measure performance, standard external criteria
are used. If the leader has done well and been successful, the leader’s
evaluations will be positive. Leaders who are effective receive good annual
performance reviews, get merit raises, and are recognized by superiors and
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subordinates as competent leaders. In the end, performanc§ is the degree to
which a leader has successfully performed the duties to which he or she has

been assigned.

Taken together, effective problem solving and Performance are the tVYo
ways to assess leadership effectiveness using the skﬂls.model. FurthermO}e,
good problem solving and good performance go h'and in hand. A full dep}c-
tion of the comprehensive skills model appears in Figure 33 It contains
two other components, not depicted in Figure 3.2, thgt contrlbut‘e to overall
leadership performance: career experiences and environmental influences.

Figure 3.3 Skills Model of Leadership

LEADERSHIP
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SOURCE: Adapted from “Leadership Skills for a Changing WOfld: Solving Complex
Social Problems,” by M. D. Mumford, S. J. Zaccaro, E. D. Harding, T. O. Jacobs, and

E. A. Fleishman, 2000, Leadership Quarterly, 11(1), 23.

Career Experiences

As you can see in Figure 3.3, career experiences 1'1ave an impact on
the characteristics and competencies of leaders. The skills model‘ suggests
that the experiences acquired in the course of leaders’ careers influence
their knowledge and skills to solve complex problems. Mumford, Zaccaro,

* Harding, et al. (2000, p. 24) point out that leaders can be helped by
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challenging job assignments, mentoring, appropriate training, and hands-on
experience in solving new and unusual problems. In addition, the authors
think that career experiences can positively affect the individual character-
istics of leaders. For example, certain on-the-job assignments could enhance
a leader’s motivation or intellectual ability.

In the first section of this chapter, we discussed Katz’s (1955) work,
which notes that conceptual skills are essential for upper-level administra-
tors. This is consistent with Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, et al.’s (2000)
skills model, which contends that leaders develop competencies over time.
Career experience helps leaders to improve their skills and knowledge over
time. Leaders learn and develop higher levels of conceptual capacity if the
kinds of problems they confront are progressively more complex and long
term as they ascend the organizational hierarchy (Mumford, Zaccaro,
Connelly, & Marks, 2000). Similarly, upper-level leaders, as opposed to
first-line supervisors, develop new competencies because they are required
to address problems that are more novel and more poorly defined and

that demand more human interaction. As these people move through

their careers, higher levels of problem-solving and social judgment skills
become increasingly important (Mumford & Connelly, 1991).

So the skills and knowledge of leaders are shaped by their career expe-
riences as they address increasingly complex problems in the organization.
This notion of developing leadership skills is unique and quite different
from other leadership perspectives. If we say, “Leaders are shaped by their
experiences,” then it means leaders are not born to be leaders (Mumford,
Zaccaro, Harding, et al., 2000). Leaders can develop their abilities through
experience, according to the skills model.

Environmental Influences

The final component of the skills model is environmental influences,
which is illustrated at the bottom of Figure 3.3. Environmental influences
represent factors that lie outside the leader’s competencies, characteris-
tics, and experiences. For example, an aging factory or one lacking in
high-speed technology could have a major impact on the nature of problem-
solving activities. Another example might be the skill levels of subordi-
nates. If a leader’s subordinates are highly competent, they will definitely
improve the group’s problem solving and performance. Similarly, if a task
is particularly complex or a group’s communication is poor, the leader’s
performance will be affected.
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The skills model does not provide an inventory of specific environmen-
tal influences. Instead, it acknowledges the existence of these factors and
recognizes that they are indeed influences that can affect a leader’s perfor-
mance. In other words, environmental influences are a part of the skills
model but not usually under the control of the leader.

Summary of the Skills Model

In summary, the skills model frames leadership by describing five
components of leader performance. At the heart of the model are three com-
petencies: problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge.
These three competencies are the central determinants of effective problem
solving and performance, although individual attributes, career experi-
ences, and environmental influences all have an impact on leader compe-
tencies. Through job experience and training, leaders can become better
problem solvers and more effective leaders.

HOW DOES THE SKILLS APPROACH WORK?

The skills approach is primarily descriptive: It describes leadership from a
skills perspective. Rather than providing prescriptions for success in lead-
ership, the skills approach provides a structure for understanding the nature
of effective leadership. In the previous section, we discussed the skills
perspective based on the work of Katz (1955) and Mumford, Zaccaro,
Harding, et al. (2000). What does each of these bodies of work suggest
about the structure and functions of leadership?

The three-skill approach of Katz suggests that the importance of certain
leadership skills varies depending on where leaders are in a management
hierarchy. For leaders operating at lower levels of management, technical
and human skills are most important. When leaders move into middle man-
agement, it becomes important that they have all three skills: technical,
human, and conceptual. At the upper management levels, it is paramount
for leaders to exhibit conceptual and human skills. Although the various
skill requirements change across management levels, the one skill that is
needed at each level is effective human or interpersonal skills.

Mumford and colleagues provide a similar but far more complex ‘piCtl']I'e
of how skills relate to the manifestation of effective leadership. Their skills
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model contends that leadership outcomes are the direct result of a leader’s
competencies in problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowl-
edge. Each of these competencies includes a large repertoire of abilities, and
each can be learned and developed. In addition, the model illustrates how
individual attributes such as general cognitive ability, crystallized cognitive
ability, motivation, and personality influence the leader’s competencies. And
finally, the model describes how career experiences and environmental influ-
ences play a direct or indirect role in leadership performance.

The skills approach works by providing a map for how to reach effective
leadership in an organization: Leaders need to have problem-solving skills,
social judgment skills, and knowledge. Workers can improve their capabil-
ities in these areas through training and experience. Although each leader’s
personal attributes affect his or her skills, it is the leader’s skills themselves
that are most important in addressing organizational problems.

STRENGTHS

The skills approach contributes positively to our understanding about lead-
ership in several ways. First, it is a leader-centered model that stresses the
importance of developing particular leadership skills. It is the first approach
to conceptualize and create a structure of the process of leadership around
skills. Whereas the early research on skills highlighted the importance of
skills and the value of skills across different management levels, the later
work placed learned skills at the center of effective leadership performance
at all management levels,

Second, the skills approach is intuitively appealing. To describe leader-
ship in terms of skills makes leadership available to everyone. Unlike
personality traits, skills are competencies that people can learn or develop.
It is like playing a sport such as tennis or golf. Even without natural ability
in these sports, people can improve their games with practice and instruc-
tion. The same is true with leadership. When leadership is framed as a set
of skills, it becomes a process that people can study and practice to become
better at performing their jobs.

Third, the skills approach provides an expansive view of leadership
that incorporates a wide variety of components, including problem-
solving skills, social judgment skills, knowledge, individual attributes,
career experiences, and environmental influences. Each of these compo-
nents can further be subdivided into several subcomponents. The result is a
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picture of leadership that encompasses a multitude of factors. Because it
includes so many variables, the skills approach can capture many of the
intricacies and complexities of leadership not found in other models.

Last, the skills approach provides a structure that is very consistent with
the curricula of most leadership education programs. Leadership educati.on
programs throughout the country have traditionally taught classes in creative
problem solving, conflict resolution, listening, and teamwork, to name a few.

The content of these classes closely mirrors many of the components in the

skills model. Clearly, the skills approach provides a structure that helps to
frame the curricula of leadership education and development programs.

CRITICISMS

Like all other approaches to leadership, the skills approach also has certain
weaknesses. First, the breadth of the skills approach seems to extend
beyond the boundaries of leadership. For example, by including motivation,
critical thinking, personality, and conflict resolution, the skills approach
addresses more than just leadership. Another example of the modejl’s
breadth is its inclusion of two types of intelligence (i.e., general cognit'we
ability and crystallized cognitive ability). Although both areas are stud1e':d
widely in the field of cognitive psychology, they are seldom .addressed in
leadership research. By including so many components, the skills moc%el. of
Mumford and others becomes more general and less precise in explaining
leadership performance.

Second, related to the first criticism, the skills model is weak in predic-
tive value. It does not explain specifically how variations in social judgment
skills and problem-solving skills affect performance. The model suggests
that these components are related, but it does not describe just how tha}t
works, with any precision. In short, the model can be faulted because it
does not explain how skills lead to effective leadership performance.

In addition, the skills approach can be criticized for claiming not to
be a trait model when in fact a major component in the model includes
individual attributes, which are traitlike. Although Mumford and colleagues
describe cognitive abilities, motivation, and personality variableg as factors
contributing to competencies, these are also factors that are typically con-
sidered to be trait variables. The point is that the individual attributes com-
ponent of the skills model is trait driven, and that shifts the model away
from being strictly a skills approach to leadership.
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The final criticism of the skills approach is that it may not be suitably or
appropriately applied to other contexts of leadership. The skills model was
constructed by using a large sample of military personnel and observing
their performance in the armed services. This raises an obvious question:
Can the results be generalized to other populations or organizational set-
tings? Although some research suggests that these Army findings can be
generalized to other groups (Mumford, Zaccaro, Connelly, & Marks, 2000),
more research is needed to address this criticism.

APPLICATION

Because the skills approach is a new theoretical formulation, it has not been
widely used in applied leadership settings. For example, there are no train-
ing packages designed specifically to teach people leadership skills from
this approach. Although many programs have been designed to teach lead-
ership skills from a general self-help orientation, few of these programs are
based on the conceptual frameworks set forth in this chapter.

Despite the lack of formal training programs, the skills approach offers
valuable information about leadership. The approach provides a way to
delineate the skills of the leader, and leaders at all levels in an organization
can use it. In addition, this approach helps us to 1dent1fy our strengths and
weaknesses in regard to these technical, human, and conceptual skills. By
taking a skills inventory such as the one provided at the end of this chapter,
people can gain further insight into their own leadership competencies. Their
scores allow them to learn about areas in which they may want to seek fur-
ther training to enhance their overall contributions to their organization,

From a wider perspective, the skills approach may be used in the future
as a template for the design of extensive leadership development programs.
This approach provides the evidence for teaching leaders the important
aspects of listening, creative problem solving, conflict resolution skills, and
much more.

CASE STUDIES

The following three case studies (Cases 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3) describe leadership
situations that can be analyzed and evaluated from the skills perspective.
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The first case involves the principal investigator of a federally funded
research grant. The second case takes place in a military setting and
describes how a lieutenant colonel handles the downsizing of a military
base. In the third case, we learn about how the owner of an Italian restau-
rant has created his own recipe for success.

As you read each case, try to apply the principles of the skills approach
to the leaders and their situations. At the end of each case are questions that
will assist you in analyzing the case.

CAsE3A
A Strained Res‘eakrc‘h Team

~kDr Adam Wood is the prmcnpal mvestxgator on a 3-year, $1-million feder-

 ally funded research grant to study health education programs for older

populations, called the Elder Care Prolect Unlike previous projects, in

~ which Dr. Wood worked alone or with one or two other lnvestlgators on

_ this project Dr. Wood has 11 colleagues. His project team is made up of

two coinvestigators (with Ph.D.s), four intervention staff (with M.A.s), and
five general staff members (with BA.s).

_ One year into the project, it became apparent to Dr. Wood and the
team that the project is underbudgeted and has too few resources. Team
‘members are spending 20-30% more time on the project than has been
budgeted to pay them. Regardless of the resource strain, all team
members are committed to the pro;ect they believe in its goals and the
“importance of its outcomes. ,

Dr. Wood is‘knowh throughout the Country as the foremost scholar in

this area of health education research. He is often asked to serve on
national review and advisory boards. His publication record is second
‘to none, In addition, his colleagues in the university know Dr. Wood as
a very competent researcher. People come to Dr. Wood for advice on
research design and methodology questions. They also come to him for
questxons about theoretical formulations. He has a reputation as some-
“one who can see the big picture on research prOJects

Desptte his research competence there are problems on Dr. Wood s‘ -
research team. Dr. Wood worries there is a great deal of work te be done
but that the members of the team are not devoting sufficient time to theff;
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Elder Care Project. He is frustrated because many of the déy—to-day

- research tasks of the project are falling in his lap. He entered a recent

research. meeting; threw his notebook down on the table, and said

“} wish I'd never taken this project on. It's taking way too much of my
time. The rest of you aren’t pulling your fair share.” Team members felt
exasperated ’at Dr. Wood’s comments. Although they respect his compe-
tence, they find his leadership style frustrating. His negative comments at
staff meetings are having a demoralizing effect on the research team.

Despite their hard work and devotion to the project, Dr. Wood seldom

compliments or praises their efforts. Team members believe that they
have spent more time than anticipated on the project and have received
less pay or credit than expected. The project is sucking away a lot of staff
energy, yet Dr. Wood does not seem to understand it or acknowledge it

The research staff is starting to feel burned out, but members realize that
they need to keep trying because they are under time constraints from

the federal government to do the work promised.

Recently, the team needed to develop a ‘pamphle_tk f(’)rkkthé partici:pahkt‘s

in the Elder Care Project, but the pamphlet costs were significantly more

than was budgeted in the grant. Dr. Wood was very adept at findine ou
> udgeted In the grant. Dr. Wood was very adept at finding out
~where they might find small pockets of money to help cover those kcgoSts;'

Although team members were pleased that he was able to obtain the
money, they were sure he would use this as just another example of how
he was the one doing most of the work on the project. =~
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Questions

1.

Based' on thg skill§ approach, how would you assess Dr. Wood’s feadership
and his relationship to the members of the Elder Care Project team? Will the

project be successful?

. Does Dr. Wood have the skills necessary to be an effective leader of this

research team?

. The skills m.odel fjescribgs three important competencies for leaders:
problem-solving sklll§, soqal judgment skills, and knowledge. If you were
to coach Dr. Wood using this model, what type of things would you address

with him?

+++

CASE3.2

A shift for Lieutenant Colonel Adams

Lieutenant Colonel Adams was an aeronautical engineer in the Air
-orce who was recognized as an accomplished officer and rose quickly
hrough the ranks of lieutenant, captain, and major. In addition, he

_ successfully completed a number of professional development courses
~in the Air Force and received a master’s degree in engineering. In the
_ earlier part of his service, his career assignments required overseeing

15- to 20-person shifts that were responsible for routine maintenance

~ schedules for squadron and base aircraft. As he progressed in rank,
~_he moved to engineering projects, which were supported by small tech-
~ nical staffs. . S

 Based on his strongp‘erfa‘rmancé, Major Adams was promoted to lieu-

~ tenant colonel earlier than his peers. Instead of moving him into another
__engineering position, the personnel bureau and his assignment officer

decided that Lt. Col. Adams would benefit from a tour in which he could

~ expand his professional background and experience. Consequently, he

was assigned to Base X as the commanding officer of the administration

_branch. Base X was an airbase with approximately 5,000 military and
~civilian personnel. ; o

As the administration officer, Lt. Col. Adams was the senior human
resource officer and the principal adviser to the base commander on
all human resource issues. Lt. Col. Adams and his staff of 135 civilian
and military personnel were responsible for personnel issues, food
services, recreation, family support, and medical services. In addition,
Lt. Col. Adams was assigned to chair the Labor-Management Relations

Committee for the base.

At the end of the Cold War, as part of the declared peace dividend, the
government decided to reduce the defense budget. In February, barely 6
months after taking over command of the administration branch, the fed-
eral government announced a significant reduction in the size of the mil-
itary and the closure of many bases. Base X was to be closed as an air base
and reassigned to the Army. The closure was to take place within 1 year,
and the base was to be prepared for the arrival of the first Army troops in
2 years. As part of the reduction program, the federal government initi-
ated voluntary retirement programs for civilian and military personnel.
Those wanting to retire had until April 1 to decide, -
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~Orders for the conversion of the airbase included the following:

= The base will continue normal op 'ratlons for 6 months.

@ The squadronsmcomplete with a rcrews equipment, and famllres

(1,000}—must be relocated to therr new bases and _operatlonal byf

August 1.

e The remarmng base personnel strength both crvrlran and mrlrtary, ‘kk

‘must be reduced by 30%. r r
¢ The base must continue to provrde personnel for operatronal mrssrons

s The reductron of personnel must be consistent wrth feoleral volun—
tary early-retrrement programs . ~

e The base must be prepared with a support structure to accept 2 000_~ k

new soldiers expected to arrive in 2 years

it Col Adams was assigned to develop a human reso‘urce plan that k
would meet the imposed staff levels for the entire base while ensuring that

the base was still able to perform the operational tasks it had been given.
* Faced with this. dauntmg task, Adams conducted an extensive review of all

of the relevant orders concerning the base transformatlon and he famrl-

ranzed hlmself with all of the rules concernmg the early-retrrement pro-
gram After a series of initial meetings with the other base branch chiefs,
he laid out a plan that could be accomplrshed by the established deadlines.
At the same time, he chaired a number of meetings with hrs own statfi

: ‘about how to meet the mandated reductlons wrthm hrs own branch

After consrdermg the target frgures for the early- retrrement program ‘
it was clear that the mandated numbers could not be reached. Simply
allowing everyone who had apphed for early retirement to. leave was not
considered an optron because doing so would devastate entire sections of '
_ the base. More job cuts were required, and choices had to be madeasto

who would stay, why, and in what areas. Lt. Col. Adams met stiff resis-

~ tance in the meetings to determrne what sectlons would bear the brunt*

of the addrtronal cutbacks.

1t Col Adams conducted his own mdeper dent analysrs of hlS own
~ branch before consulting with his staff. Based on his thorough examr-i,_
_ nation of the data, he mandated further reductions in his sections.

‘ Specn‘lcally targeted were personn=l in the base housmg, smgle person

accommodatron, famrly services, and recreatronal sections. He also

f ‘mandated a further 1 0% cut of mrlrtary posmons rn hrs sectlons -

. After meetmg the mandated reduction targets Lt Cot Adams was‘?‘
fmformed that the federal government would accept all personnel who

. a phed for early retirement, which was an unexpected decrsron When
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superimposed on the already mandated reductions, this move causedf

 ritical shortages in key areas. Within weeks of implementation of the

plan, the base commander was receiving mounting complaints from both

k cwrhan and mrlltary members over the implementation of the plan.

Incidents of stress frustratlon and discontent rose dramatically.

 Families trying to move found support services cut back or nonexistent.
_ The transition staff was forced to work evenings and weekends. Family
‘support services were swamped and were askmg for additional help.

De5p|te spendmg a large amount of overtime trymg to address the

_diverse issues both basewide and in his branch, Lt. Col. Adams found him-
self struggling to keep his head above water. To make matters worse, the
_ base was having difficulty meeting its operational mission, and vital sec-

tions were critically understaffed. The base commander wanted answers.
When pressed, Lt. Col. Adams stated that his plan met all of the required

_ deadlines and targets, and the plan conformed to all of the guidelines of
the early retirement programs. “Maybe so,” replied the base commander

“but you forgot about the brgger picture.”

=

Questions

1. Based on the skills model, how would you assess Lt. Col. Adams’s ability to

meet the challenges of the base administration position?

2. How would you assess his ability to meet the additional tasks he faced

regarding the conversion of the base?

3. If you were to coach Lt. Col. Adams on how he could improve his leadership,

what would you tell him?

+++

(CASE33
Andy’s Recipe
Andy Garafallo owns an ltallan restaurant that sits in the middle of 2

cornfield near a large midwestern city. On the restaurant’s far wall is an .
elaborate mural of the canals of Venice. A gondola hangs on the opposrte
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- wall, up by the ceiling. Along another wall is a row of real potted lemon
“trees. “My ancestors are from Sicily,” says Andy. “In fact, | can remember
_seeing my grandfather take a bite out of a lemon jUSt Irke the ones hang-
mg on those trees.” . ~ e o

Andy is very confrdent about hls approach to thrs restaurant and he
should be, because the restaurant is celebratmg its 25th anniversary. “'m
darned sure of what | want to do. I'm not trying different fads to get
people to come here. People come here because they know they will get
great food. They also want to support someone with whom they can
connect. Thrs is my approach. Nothing more, nothmg less.” While other
restaurants have folded, Andy seems to have found a recrpe for success.

Smce opemng hrs restaurant Andy has. had a number of managers

Currently, he has three Kelly, Danielle, and Patrick. Kelly is a kitchen

(food prep) manager who is known as very honest and dependable. She
loves her work, and she is efficient, good with ordering, and good with

preparation. Andy really likes Kelly but is frustrated with her because she

has such difficulty gettmg along wrth the salespeople delrvery people
and wait staff.

; Damelle who works out front in the restaurant has been with Andy
the longest, 6 years. Danielle likes working at Garafallo’s—she lives and
breathes the. place She fully buys into Andy’s approach of putting cus-
tomers first. In fact, Andy says she has a knack for knowmg what cus-
tomers need before they even ask. Although she is very hospltable Andy

_says she is lousy with numbers She jUSt doesn t seem to catch on to that ~

srde of the busmess

 Patrick, who has been with Andy for 4 years, usually works out front

but can work in the kitchen as well. Although Patrick has a strong work
ethic and is great with numbers, he is weak on the people side. For some

reason, Patrick treats customers as if they are faceless, coming across as

very unemotional. In addition, Patrick tends to approach problems with
-an either—or perspective. This has gotten him into trouble on more than
oone occasion. Andy wishes that Patrick would learn to lrghten up. “He’'sa.
. .good manager but he needs o recogmze that some thmgs Just aren tthat
rmportant says Andy. ~ a

; Andy S approach to hls ‘managers is that of a teacher and coach He is
‘ a.always trying to help them i improve. He sees part of his” responsrhrllty as

‘teachmg them every aspect of the restaurant business. Andy’s stated goal

is that he wants his managers to be “A” players when they leave his busi-

‘kthey can be is Andy s goal for his restaurant employees
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’?:-ness to take on new jobs elsewhere, Helping people to become the best ;
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Although Andy works 12 hours a day, he spends little time analyzing
~ the numbers. He does not think about ways to improve his profit margin
by cutting corners, raising an item price here, or cutting quality there.

Andy says, “It’s like this: The other night I got a call from someone who
said they wanted to come in with a group and wondered if they could
“bring along a cake. | said ‘yes' wrth one stipulation . . . | get a piece! Well
the people came and spent a lot of money. Then they told me that they
had actually wanted to go to another restaurant but the other place
would not allow them to bring in their own cake.” Andy believes very
strongly in his approach. “You get business by being what you should be.”
Compared with other restaurants, his restaurant is doing quite well.
Although many places are happy to net 5-7% profit, Andy’s ltalian restau-
_rant nets 30% profit, year in and year out. a

Questions
1. What accounts for Andy Garafallo’s success in the restaurant business?

2. From a skills perspective, how would you describe the three managers:
Kelly, Danielle, and Patrick? What does each of them need to do to improve

his or her skills?

3. How would you describe Andy’s competencies? Does Andy’s leadership
suggest that one does not need all three skills in order to be effective?

+ 4+

LEADERSHIP INSTRUMENT

There are many questionnaires that assess an individual’s skills for leader—
ship. A quick search of the Internet provides a host of these questionnaires.
Almost all of them are designed to be used in training and development to
give people a feel for their leadership abilities. Surveys have been used for
years to help people understand and improve their leadership style, but
most questionnaires are not used in research because they have not been
tested for reliability and validity. Nevertheless, they are useful as self—help
instruments because they provide specific information to people about their
leadership skills.

In this chapter, we present a comprehensive skills model that is laased on
many empirical studies of leaders’ skills. Although the questionnaires used
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in these studies are highly reliable and valid instruments, they are not suit-
able for our more pragmatic discussion of leadership in this text. In essence
they are too complex and involved. For example, Mumford Zaccaro,
Harding, et al. (2000) used measures that included open—ended’responses’
and very sophisticated scoring procedures. Though critically important

for YahdatiI{g the model, these complicated measures are less valuable as
self-instruction questionnaires.

A ‘skills inventory is provided in the next section to assist you in under-
staimdmg how leadership skills are measured and what your own skills
might be. Your scores on the inventory will give you a sense of your own
.leadership competencies. You may be strong in all three skills or stronger
in some skills than in others. The questionnaire will give you a sense of
your own skills profile. If you are stronger in one skill and weaker in

grlltother, this may help you determine where you want to improve in the
ure,
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SKILLS INVENTORY

Instructions: Read each item carefully and decide whether the item describes
you as a person. Indicate your response to each item by circling one of the five
numbers to the right of each item.

Key: 1=Not 2=Seldom 3= Occasionally 4 =Somewhat 5= Very

true true true true true
1. 1 enjoy getting into the details of how things work. 12345
2. Asa rule, adapting ideas to people’s needs is 12345
easy for me.
3. | enjoy working with abstract ideas. ' 12345
4, Technical things fascinate me. 12345
5. Being able to understand others is the most important 12345
part of my work.
6. Seeing the big picture comes easy for me, 12345
7. One of my skills is being good at making things work. 12345
8, My main concern is to have a supportive 12345
communication climate.
9. | am intrigued by complex organizational problems. 12345
10. Following directions and filling out forms comes 12345
easily for me,
11. Understanding the social fabric of the organization 12345
is important to me.
12. I would enjoy working out strategies for my 172345
organization’s growth,
13. 1 am good at completing the things I've been assigned 12345
to do.
14. Getting all parties to work together is a challenge 12345
| enjoy.
15. Creating a mission statement is rewarding work. 12345
16. 1 understand how to do the basic things required of me. 12345
17. 1 am concerned with how my decisions affect the lives 12345
of others.
18. Thinking about organizational values and philosophy 12345 .

appeals to me.

|
|
|
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Scoring

‘ The sktll§ inventory is designed to measure three broad types of leadership
skills: f[echn]cal, human, and conceptual. Score the questionnaire by doing the
follov»fmg. First, sum the responses on items 1, 4, 7, 10, 13, and 16. This is your
techm_cal‘ skill score. Second, sum the responses on items’ 2,5 8‘11 14 yand
17. This is your human skill score. Third, sum the response; o'n i,tem’s 3 ,6 9
12, 15, and 18. This is your conceptual skill score. Y

Total scores: Technical skill Human skili Conceptual skill

Scoring Interpretation

The scores you received on the skills inventory provide information about
your leadership skills in three areas. By comparing the differences between
your scores, you can determine where you have leadership strengths and
where you have leadership weaknesses. Your scores also point toward the level
of management for which you might be most suited.

+++

SUMMARY

The skills approach is a leader-centered perspective that emphasizes the
competencies of leaders. It is best represented in the early work of Katz
(1955) on the three-skill approach and the more recent work of Mumford
and his colleagues (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, et al., 2000), who initiated
the development of a comprehensive skills model of leadersh’ip.

In the three-skill approach, effective leadership depends on three basic
perspnal skills: technical, human, and conceptual. Although all three skills
are important for leaders, the importance of each skill varies between man-
agement l.evels. At lower management levels, technical and human skills
are mosF important. For middle managers, the three different skills are
eq}lally important. At upper management levels, conceptual and human
skills are most important, and technical skills become less important,

1Leacliers are more effective when their skills match their management
evel.
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In the 1990s, the skills model was developed to explain the capabilities
(knowledge and skills) that make effective leadership possible. Far more
complex than Katz’s paradigm, this model delineated five components of
offective leader performance: competencies, individual attributes, leader-
ship outcomes, career experiences, and environmental influences. The
leader competencies at the heart of the model are problem-solving:skills,
social judgment skills, and knowledge. These competencies are directly
affected by the leader’s individual attributes, which include the leader’s
general cognitive ability, crystallized cognitive ability, motivation, and per-
sonality. The leader’s competencies are also affected by his or her career
experiences and the environment. The model postulates that effective prob-
lem solving and performance can be explained by the leader’s basic com-
petencies and that these competencies are in turn affected by the leader’s
attributes, experience, and the environment.

There are several strengths in conceptualizing leadership from a skills
perspective. First, it is a leader-centered model that stresses the importance
of the leader’s abilities, and it places learned skills at the center of effective
leadership performance. Second, the skills approach describes leadership in
such a way that it makes it available to everyone. Skills are competencies
that we all can learn to develop and improve. Third, the skills approach
provides a sophisticated map that explains how effective leadership per-
formance can be achieved. Based on the model, researchers can develop
complex plans for studying the leadership process. Last, this approach
provides a structure for leadership education and development programs
that include creative problem solving, conflict resolution, listening, and
teamwork.

In addition to the positive features, there are also some negative aspects
to the skills approach. First, the breadth of the model seems to extend
beyond the boundaries of leadership, including, for example, conflict
management, critical thinking, motivation theory, and personality theory.
Second, the skills model is weak in predictive value. It does not explain
how a person’s competencies lead to effective leadership performance.

Third, the skills model claims not to be a trait approach, but individual
traits such as cognitive abilities, motivation, and personality play a large
role in the model. Finally, the skills model is weak in general application
because it was constructed using only data from military personnel. Until
the model has been tested with other populations, such as small and large
organizations and businesses, its basic tenets must still be questioned.
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