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Abstract 

 

The interest among scholars in the area of management studies in identifying the most 

“important” management skills is driven by the desire of management educators to make 

informed decisions about the curriculum for training students about to enter the 

workplace and practicing managers looking to be more effective in their current 

positions and/or move up the ladder in the organizational hierarchy.  This report 

summarizes some of the basic ideas regarding management skills training include a 

discussion of the skills that should be incorporated into any training initiative and the 

components of a suggested skill learning approach. 

 

The interest among scholars in the area of management studies in identifying the most 

“important” management skills is driven by the desire of management educators to make 

informed decisions about the curriculum for training students about to enter the 

workplace and practicing managers looking to be more effective in their current positions 

and/or move up the ladder in the organizational hierarchy.  It is generally agreed that 

managers at all levels need to have technical, human, conceptual and design skills; 

however, as discussed below managers at different levels in the organizational hierarchy 

need to be more proficient at some skills than with others.  That said, human skills appear 

to be the most important for all managers, from the factory floor to the corner office 

executive suites, and thus it is not surprising that there has been a strong wave of 

advocacy for finding effective means for incorporating development of human skills into 

training and education programs. 

 

Development of training programs must be discussed in the broader context of debates 

regarding the efficacy of standard programs that have traditionally been offered at 

business and management schools.  Many have argued that educational programs that 

simply pour in management principles that students play back on examinations are of 
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little use since they fail to teach “how to manage”.
2
  In his legendary article, Mintzberg 

offered the following critique: 

 

“Management schools will begin the serious training of managers when skill training 

takes its place next to cognitive learning. Cognitive learning is detached and 

informational, like reading a book or listening to a lecture. No doubt much important 

cognitive material must be assimilated by the manager-to-be. But cognitive learning no 

more makes a manager than a swimmer. The latter will drown the first time he jumps into 

the water if his coach never takes him out of the lecture hall, gets him wet, and gives him 

feedback on his performance. Our management schools need to identify the skills 

managers use, select students who show potential in these skills, put the students into 

situations where these skills can be practiced, and then give them systematic feedback on 

their performance.”
3
 

 

There should be no doubt that management principles, the so-called “cognitive learning” 

that Mintzberg was referring to in the quote above, provide an important foundation for 

managers, including tools that can be deployed when practicing activities, such as 

“strategic planning”, that rely on conceptual and design skills.  Technical skills are also 

necessary to provide immediate and personal assistance to subordinates on issues they 

may be having with completing their assigned tasks and activities and in building 

credibility when managing function-based groups.  However, there is clearly a gaping 

hole in the curriculum that needs to be filled, a step that is even more important given the 

critical nature of human skills to effective management, motivated and satisfied workers 

and attainment of overall productivity.   

 

In order to address this issue, the first step is achieving a consensus on just what skills are 

needed.  Research conducted by Luthans et al. suggested that effective managers had 

significantly different and better skill levels with respect to building power and influence, 

communication with insiders and outsiders, goal setting, managing conflict and decision 

making.
4
  In addition, interpersonal skills, written communication, enthusiasm, technical 

competence, and the ability to listen and give counsel emerged as critical skills in another 
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study of administrators.
5
  Camp et al. took a different approach and identified the 

following major reasons why managers failed: ineffective communication skills, poor 

interpersonal skills, failure to clarify expectations, poor delegation, inability to develop 

teamwork, inability to motivate others and a lack of trust.
6
  Finally, Latif reviewed what 

he characterized as a “representative sample of studies that relied on a heterogeneous mix 

of respondents from a multitude of diverse industries” to compile a list of the “most 

frequently cited managerial skills” that included verbal communication (including 

listening); managing time and stress; managing individual decisions; recognizing, 

defining and solving problems; motivating and influencing others; delegating; setting 

goals and articulating a vision; self-awareness; team building; and managing conflict.
7
   

 

Latif noted that the most commonly identified characteristics of effective managers were 

all behavioral skills and were found to be relevant regardless of industry, the level of the 

manager in the organizational hierarchy or the job responsibilities of the manager.
8
  

Having identified what appears to be a reasonably acceptable pool of “skills”, the 

question then becomes how best to “teach” them.  Latif explained some of the challenges 

in the following passage: 

 

“Management skills are linked to a rather complex knowledge base (more so than other 

skills such as those associated with a trade or a sport).  In additional, management skills 

are inexplicably connected to the interaction of other people.  As such, effective use of 

these skills often involves a nonstandardized approach to managing human beings (unlike 

a standardized approach to performing trade skills such as welding).”
9
 

 

Latif and others have suggested that effective “skills” training must include practical 

application (i.e., the opportunity to “practice”, receive feedback and apply the feedback in 

more practice opportunities); however, practice alone is not sufficient and students must 

also invest time and effort in gathering and understanding necessary “conceptual” 

knowledge.
10

  Latif argued that the “most effective” approach to teaching and developing 

management skills is based on Social Learning Theory and calls for a teaching model that 

includes conceptual knowledge, observation of how others execute the particular skills 
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9
 Id. 
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and, finally, guided direct experience with feedback (“practice”).
11

  For example, new 

sales representatives might first go through a short orientation that exposes them to the 

requisite body of conceptual knowledge and then spend a week or two accompanying 

experienced sales representatives to observe how they do their jobs and apply the skills 

communicated during the orientation phase.  Once the observation stage is over the new 

sales representatives would return to headquarters and “practice” applying the skills in 

workshops that include exercises, simulations and role playing and where immediate 

feedback can be given by trainers. 

 

As noted above, Cameron and Whetten were interested in developing a model curriculum 

for “teaching management skills” and suggested a model that was, in fact, based on 

Social Learning Theory, albeit in what they referred to as a “modified form”.
12

  They 

began with a four step model that was widely used in management skill training 

initiatives and which included, in order, presentation of principles or behavioral 

guidelines derived from general theories of human behavior and empirical data on 

successful management practices, demonstration of the principles by the instructor using 

videos or written scripts, opportunities for practice relying on role playing and similar 

exercises and, finally, feedback on personal performance from the instructor and peers.
13

  

They then added two more features, preassessment and an application activity at the end 

of the process, to come with their own “suggested skill learning approach” with five 

components, each of which can be briefly explained as follows relying in large part on 

their own words
14

:  
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Skill Preassessment.  This step occurs at the beginning of each “skill learning 

experience” and focuses on assessing the current level of skill competence and 

knowledge in order to increase the efficiency of the learning process by identifying 

specific deficiencies in knowledge or performance that can then be addressed directly 

during the training.  Common preassessment tools include questionnaires, surveys, 

questions about cases and role playing.  Preassessment is necessary to provide students 

with their level of skill competency and provide them with motivation to improve by 

learning and applying the methods covered in the following steps. 

 

Skill Learning.  This second step involves presentation of conceptual material based on 

the most essential and relevant (i.e., “need-to-know” rather than “nice-to-know”) theory 

and research in order to teach the correct principles and explain the rationale for the 

behavioral guidelines recommended during the training.  Written texts are supplemented 

by lectures and discussions during which the instructors specify which behavioral 

guidelines are important, rather than relying on students to pry them out of theories, cases 

and examples on their own.  Proponents of this model emphasize that behavioral 

guidelines should be rigorously derived based on sound data and empirical testing rather 

than anecdotes and opinions so that students have a sound rationale for accepting and 

attempting to apply the principles. 

 

Skill Analysis.  The third step assesses understanding of the behavioral guidelines learned 

during the previous step through the analysis of case studies that include examples of 

appropriate and inappropriate skill performance.  Students should be provided with 

opportunities to analyze how the behavioral principles are applicable to “real world” 

situations and problems.  Case studies are one of the best ways to demonstrate skill 

analysis and can be presented in a number of formats including written cases, video tapes, 

audio recordings and movies and students should be asked to critique the actions of 

managers depicted in the case studies in order to check their comprehension of the 

material and analyze a model of the skill being performed. 

 

Skill Practice.  The fourth step shifts from observation to practicing the behavioral 

guidelines in a supportive atmosphere.  Cameron and Whetten emphasize that students 

should “experiment” with the guidelines, rather than trying to mimic the style of a role 

model, and should be encouraged to adapt each set of behavioral principles to their 

particular personality and interpersonal style.  Feedback should be provided not only 

from the instructor but also from peers, since this allows them to sharpen their own 

observation and perception skills and practice the important management skill of 

providing feedback to others.  Feedback allows students to correct mistakes and 

experiment with alternative approaches.  Skill practice activities include exercises, 

simulations, role playing and group activities. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

Management Skills”, Organizational Behavior Teaching Journal, 8(2) (1983), 21-27, 23-

24. 



6 

 

Skill Application.  The important final step of skill application focuses on transferring 

“classroom learning” to real-life situations, including actual practice accompanied by 

opportunities for feedback and continuing personal and professional development.  

Student are given specific assignments, both behavioral and written, to test how well they 

have learned the skill and how to apply it.  Examples mentioned by Cameron and 

Whetten included teaching the skill to someone else, reporting on a personal effort to 

apply the principles in an appropriate setting and confronting a problem in which 

performance of the skill is required.  Instructors provide feedback on the assignments and 

assist students in their own self-analysis of their performance, thereby providing ongoing 

support for student efforts to refine and improve their performance.   

 

Cameron and Whetten argued that their model had several important advantages over 

traditional teaching methods.  For example, while their model relied on tried and true 

lecture and discussions techniques, it also incorporated personal diagnosis beginning with 

the preassessment stage and opportunities to practice the skills and obtain real-time 

feedback.  In addition, while use of case studies was not new, their value as a teaching 

tool was enhanced by the other steps included in the model, particularly the insistence on 

presentations of behavioral guidelines that would allow student to be more astute 

reviewers of the situations and problems embedded in the cases.  Finally, they noted that 

the experimental exercises and group participation used in their curriculum went beyond 

mere observation to become valuable opportunities to actually practice the skills that 

were being taught and gather suggestions on how to improve performance.
15
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