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Acquisition of managerial soft skills through training is essential and
leads to better performing managers. Organizations recruiting managers
would be encouraged to look beyond traditional skill-based training. The
success and performance of managers depend not only on effective
job-based training, but also on soft skills development. This paper offers
insights into the ability to accurately assess the effectiveness of training
in the soft skills arena. Contrary to the mainstream literature that focuses
on hard skill development through training sessions, this paper draws
attention to the capacity of training sessions to foster the soft skills required
to be a competent manager.

Introduction
The value of soft skills has been highlighted by a growing body of research and evidence
over the past three decades. Soft skills have become an essential quality for managers
to effectively manage their team and job in the corporate world irrespective of the sector.
Along with professional qualification and domain knowledge, today’s professionals
need to possess a high soft skills quotient in order to succeed in this competitive era
(Jessy, 2009). Hard skills contribute to only 15% of one’s success, while the remaining
85% is contributed by soft skills (Watts and Watts, 2008). Research shows that
individuals with good interpersonal and self-management abilities have better career
success and contribute far more to their organizations rather than people with only
excellent technical skills (Bush, 2012).
According to Parente et al. (2012), the complexity of skill development, regardless
of how it is done, is readily evident when it is recognized that not only is there a set
of traditional management skills (so-called ‘hard skills’, e.g., planning, decision-making
and problem-solving) that managers must possess, but that managers also need a set
of soft skills (e.g., leadership, motivation and conflict resolution) in order to be effective
(McManus, 1995; Halfhill and Nielsen, 2007; and Lyons, 2007). In addition, recent
trends have seen an increasing emphasis being placed on teams to tap into higher levels
of diversity. These pressures in turn require managers to acquire experience and skills
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in working and managing in a team environment (Michalisin et al., 2004a) and in
effectively developing and utilizing more diverse workforce (Roberson and Park, 2007;
and Qin et al., 2009).
It is often claimed that many crucial management skills can be taught and management
perspectives may be developed and enhanced through education (Doh, 2003; and Haro
and Turgut, 2012) and training. Some organizations invest a great deal of time and effort
in elaborate training programs designed to improve the soft skills.
Regardless of this, many businesses continue to underinvest in soft skills training.
In spite of such great relevance of soft skills in the present corporate world, some
organizations are reluctant to provide concrete training on developing soft skills or are
yet to introduce soft skills in their training programs. There is a common misconception
that capabilities like interpersonal communications, leadership, or coping with change
are innate and cannot be taught or learnt (Bush, 2012). The other reason for neglecting
such soft skill-based training is the difficulty in measuring the results. It is easier to
measure tangible results on hard skills training than it is to track the benefits of teaching
someone to be a better manager and leader.
Research shows that soft skills can indeed be effectively learned, and studies have
identified a number of best practices for teaching them (Bush, 2012). By making soft
skills a priority, organizations can drive success, growth, and greater return on their
training investment.
No organization can afford to employ an underperforming manager who fails to add
significant value to the business (Garwood, 2012). For a company’s survival and longterm economic competitiveness, effective managers with apt soft skills are essential who
can increase productivity and profit.

Soft Managerial Skills
Skills such as analysis, critical thinking and problem-solving have been labeled as
traditional management or ‘hard’ skills (Poulet, 1988; Michalisin et al., 2004b; and
Whetten and Cameron, 2007), growing out of a traditional list of managerial requirements
which include skills such as planning, organizing and controlling (Robbins and
Hunsaker, 2000). These hard skills describe what a manager can do in direct business
issues (i.e., technical knowledge), how to do it (i.e., competencies), and why he/she
does it (i.e., values, motives, and unconscious dispositions). We classify these essential
skills as either technical or conceptual. Managers need certain analytic and decisionmaking skills to deal with a dynamic business environment (Haro and Turgut, 2012).
If using the analytical side of decision making is regarded as drawing on hard skills,
then using the anthropological side of decision making draws on soft skills (Haro and
Turgut, 2012). Juxtaposed against these traditional or hard skills are managerial
responsibilities such as the motivation of subordinates and influencing people (Castelli,
2008)—what Katz (1974) referred to as human skills. Soft skills include providing clear
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communication and meaningful feedback, resolving and/or managing conflicts,
understanding human behavior in group settings (Stevens and Campion, 1994; Salton,
2000; Rapert et al., 2002; and Halfhill and Nielsen, 2007), mentoring subordinates
(Bryant, 2005), developing cohesive top management teams which have been shown
to yield better firm performance (Michalisin et al., 2004a) and facilitating the sharing
of information and knowledge, which is increasingly important in this age of competitive
advantage (Chen and Barnes, 2006; and Nik et al., 2009). Soft skills are behavioral
competencies, also known as interpersonal skills or people skills. Soft skills primarily
are defined as interpersonal, intellectual, and communication skills (Bosley, 2007). In
general, however, such soft skills include the following (Bosley, 2007):

• Interpersonal: diplomacy, leadership, ethics (philosophical and behavioral),
teamwork, collaboration and understanding diverse cultures;

• Intellectual: problem solving, decision making, critical thinking, and analytical
reasoning; and

• Communication: writing, speaking, listening, reading (literacy), and crosscultural communication.
A key distinction between hard and soft skills is that hard skills tend to be easier
to identify and influence and are more tangible. Soft skills are more ambiguous and are
harder to identify or assess via standard questionnaire-type instruments (Mullen, 1997).
Competent managers need to have a deeper understanding of human beings,
especially their employees, customers and stakeholders (Mintzberg, 1992). Soft
(or people) skills help us to understand what a manager can do in indirect business
issues (i.e., social knowledge), how a manager can handle them (i.e., group process),
and why a manager feels the need to manage them (i.e., emotional intelligence).

Acquisition of Soft Managerial Skills Through Training
These days relying only on business schools or management education training does
not serve the purpose. There is a significant difference between training and education.
Education typically takes place in a classroom and involves a transfer of knowledge
through the use of formal methods such as lectures and directed discussion (Hughey
and Mussnug, 1997). Managers with management degree do not necessarily get polished
with soft managerial skills, as the curriculum focuses more on developing technical
aspects and knowledge. Also, the school environment does not support the basic need
of developing such skills. Training, on the other hand, typically entails personal
involvement, commitment and experiential gains. It involves learning by doing. The
corporate setting compels and drives such managers with reasonable people skills to
get trained. Also, the workplace is the best place for such managers to acquire handson people skills through training, rather than just learning it in the classroom.
Currently, most researchers working on managerial competencies would agree that
there are cognitive, interpersonal, personal and motivational competencies which, under
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certain conditions, differentiate the more effective from the less effective managers
(see Cockerill et al., 1995; and Hunt and Baruch, 2003). To enable such less effective
managers as better managers, the organizations or Human Resources (HR) department
should take the decision of training them on soft managerial skill development. Also,
it is essential to focus on training programs that do not delve into the affective domain.
The purpose of such training is to enhance behaviors, not attitudes. According to
Hughey and Mussnug (1997), keeping the training objectives focused on skills and
competencies leads to attitudinal changes.
Soft skills training commands a large percentage of expenditure on training in
organizations and is the focus of most leadership (Crosbie, 2005) and management
development. But when it comes to soft skills training to managers, especially when
limited financial resources are available, many companies seem to favor a more costsensitive approach or completely neglect training. Many departments are investing their
increasingly restricted training budgets in areas that sound more impressive (Garwood,
2012). Ironically, many individuals and their managers hope the acquisition of soft skills
can be achieved through reading an interesting book or attending a motivating keynote
presentation (Crosbie, 2005). But neglecting training on soft skills that are essential to
new or promoted managers would be an irresponsible and shortsighted action on the
part of the company.
The training provided does not have to be costly and focusing on management theory,
but should aim to build the essential skills and confidence in performance management,
managing difficult conversations, effective team meetings, delegation and communication
skills. When employers cut their training budgets to save money, they often fail to
appreciate the resulting cost in poor management and decline in productivity, as good
managers are the most cost-effective resource that an organization has (Garwood, 2012).
Providing training is essential and trainers and programs are available in abundance.
But it is also important to evaluate the desired outcomes from these trainings. It is easier
to see an immediate, tangible result from training someone to use a new software program
or master a new technical skill than it is to track the benefits of teaching someone to
be a better manager and leader (Bush, 2012). It is important to remember that training
soft managerial skills should only involve tangible, hands-on skills and observable
behaviors. Training goals and objectives should not involve feelings and emotions.
According to Hughey and Mussnug (1997), most soft skills trainings are never put
into actual practice—i.e., the information covered in these types of training sessions
is almost never utilized in concrete on-the-job situations. For example, a lot of companies
today are conducting ‘team’ training without first defining what the desired outcomes
of the training are, or how the teams should be able to function at the conclusion of
the training program. These kinds of training and structured exercises are good soft
skills development programs and stress-relievers, but they should never be allowed to
become a primary emphasis. Role playing, games and simulations help to present the
ideas in a more palpable context, but they seldom precipitate the acquisition of useful
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skills. Those who attend such training rarely get a real ‘feel’ for how to implement what
is presented in a realistic context.
Hence, training on the following combination of soft managerial skills leads to better
managers and good management of work, team and business.

Self-Awareness
There are managers who are newly promoted or who feel threatened by junior members
of staff or other colleagues or bosses. It is important for managers to take time to give
honest consideration to their own strengths and weaknesses. They need to be trained
on how their language and behavior affect others and identify their stress triggers and
strongest motivators. The training should provide an insight into the behavioral style
of others; only then can the managers be in a better position to manage the team more
effectively. Managers also need to be trained on the old-fashioned and under-used skills
of listening to employees, colleagues, customers; questioning and enquiring on doubts
and developments and finally on observation skills.

Communication
Communication skills are rarely taught, but they underpin everything that a manager
does. Whether it is presenting a new strategy, motivating a team, managing performance
appraisals or chairing meetings, managers will succeed or fail based on their ability to
communicate well with a variety of people in a range of situations (Garwood, 2012).
It is all too easy to use technology to communicate for us, but an e-mail or text message
is no substitute for face-to-face discussion. Managing meetings, keeping the focus and
making them meaningful are difficult skills to master and definitely improve with
experience. It can also be greatly enhanced with a little training—but is an area that
is rarely invested in by many businesses.

Organizational Skills
Managers can be promoted for a range of reasons: their knowledge of the industry;
a proven track record; great sales figures; or simply as a reward for time served. However,
none of these qualities or achievements automatically means that they are great
organizers. The job of a manager inevitably becomes more complex as incumbents
immediately become responsible for others—which in turn means that they need to be
able to organize not only their own time and processes, but also those of others. To
be effective, managers need to become comfortable with time management, planning and
the consistent application of systems and business processes. This does not come
naturally to everyone, hence training on these areas ensures that standards are
consistently applied and managers possess effective organizational skills.

Conclusion
Training on soft skill development is criticized for being unable to develop better
competent managers. Today’s business is very complex and requires managers with
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sophisticated skills. Managers have a lot riding on their shoulders and a lot is expected
of them. They need to be given the tools and training to carry out their role effectively.
Experience-based training is a very fruitful method for training managers. What is
essential from such training is that managers are able to actually use what they have
learned. Successful employee training programs result from thoughtful and serious
planning. A great deal of attention must be paid to detail and desired outcomes.
A manager past qualification and experience does not guarantee great soft managerial
skills. To acquire these or polish them for effectively managing team work and business,
requires them to undergo training that facilitates better competent managers.

References
1. Bosley D S (2007), “The Impact of ‘Soft Skills’ in the Information-Knowledge
Management Economy and the UNC System, Major Trends Facing North Carolina:
Implications for Our State and for the University of North Carolina”, The University
of North Carolina Tomorrow Commission, August.
2. Bryant S E (2005), “The Impact of Peer Mentoring on Organizational Knowledge
Creation and Sharing: An Empirical Study in a Software Firm”, Group and
Organization Management, Vol. 30, No. 3, pp. 319-338.
3. Bush C E (2012), The Case for Soft Skills Training, Spring 2012 Edition of Monarch
Media’s Planet eLearn Newsletter, available at http://www.monarchmedia.com/
enewsletter_2012-2/case-for-soft-skills.html
4. Castelli P (2008), “The Leader as Motivator: Coach and Self-Esteem Builder –
MRN”, Management Research Review, Vol. 31, No. 10, pp. 717-728.
5. Chen L Y and Barnes F B (2006), “Leadership Behaviors and Knowledge Sharing
in Professional Service Firms Engaged in Strategic Alliances”, Journal of Applied
Management and Entrepreneurship, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 51-69.
6. Cockerill A P, Hunt J W and Schroder H (1995), “Managerial Competencies: Fact
or Fiction”, Business Strategy Review, Autumn, pp. 1-12.
7. Crosbie R (2005), Learning the Soft Skills of Leadership, Industrial and Commercial
Training, Vol. 37, No. 1, pp. 45-51, Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
8. Doh J (2003), “Can Leadership be Taught? Perspectives from Management Educators”,
Academy of Management Learning and Education, Vol. 2, No. 1, pp. 54-67.
9. Garwood R (2012), “Supporting the Underperforming Manager: Teaching the Soft
Skills that Can Make All the Difference”, Human Resource Management
International Digest, Vol. 20, No. 1, pp. 39-42.
10. Halfhill T R and Nielsen T M (2007), “Quantifying the ‘Softer Side’ of Management
Education: An Example Using Teamwork Competencies”, Journal of Management
Education, Vol. 31, No. 1, pp. 64-80.
Facilitating the Acquisition of Soft Skills Through Training

37

11. Haro S P and Turgut G (2012), “Expanded Strategy Simulations: Developing Better
Managers”, Journal of Management Development, Vol. 31, No. 3, pp. 209-220.
12. Hughey A W and Mussnug K J (1997), “Designing Effective Employee Training
Programs”, Training for Quality, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 52-57.
13. Hunt J W and Baruch Y (2003), “Developing Top Managers: The Impact of
Interpersonal Skills Training”, Journal of Management Development, Vol. 22,
No. 8, pp. 729-752.
14. Jessy J (2009), “Study on the Nature of Impact of Soft Skills Training Program on
the Soft Skills Development of Management Students”, Pacific Business Review,
October-December, p. 19.
15. Katz R L (1974), “Skills of an Effective Administrator”, Harvard Business Review,
Vol. 52, No. 5, pp. 90-102.
16. Lyons P (2007), “A Leadership Development Model to Improve Organizational
Competitiveness”, Advances in Competitiveness Research, Vol. 15, Nos. 1 & 2,
pp. 103-115.
17. McManus K (1995), “Acquiring Knowledge and Skills for Twenty-First Century
Supervision”, Management Development Review, Vol. 8, No. 5, pp. 18-24.
18. Michalisin M D, Karau S J and Tangpong C (2004a), “The Effects of Performance
and Team Cohesion on Attribution: A Longitudinal Simulation”, Journal of
Business Research, Vol. 57, No. 10, pp. 1108-1115.
19. Michalisin M D, Karau S J and Tangpong C (2004b), “Top Management Team
Cohesion and Superior Industry Returns”, Group and Organization Management,
Vol. 29, No. 1, pp. 125-140.
20. Mintzberg H (1992), “MBA: Is the Traditional Model Doomed”, Harvard Business
Review, Vol. 70, No. 6, pp. 128-140.
21. Mullen J (1997), “Graduates Deficient in ‘Soft’ Skills”, People Management,
Vol. 3, p. 18, November 6.
22. Nik M, Jantan M and Fauziah M T (2009), “Environmental Scanning and
Investment Decision Quality: Information Processing Perspective MRN”,
Management Research Review, Vol. 32, No. 12, pp. 1117-1129.
23. Parente D H, Stephan J D and Brown R C (2012), “Facilitating the Acquisition of
Strategic Skills: The Role of Traditional and Soft Managerial Skills”, Management
Research Review, Vol. 35, No. 11, pp. 1004-1028.
24. Poulet R (1988), “Manufacturing with a Smile”, Management Today, pp. 145-147.
25. Qin J, O’Meara B and McEachern S (2009), “The Need for an Integrated Theoretical
Framework for Researching the Influence of Group Diversity on Performance:
MRN”, Management Research Review, Vol. 32, No. 8, pp. 739-750.
38

The IUP Journal of Soft Skills, Vol. VII, No. 2, 2013

26. Rapert M I, Velliquette A and Garretson J A (2002), “The Strategic Implementation
Process: Evoking Strategic Consensus Through Communication”, Journal of
Business Research, Vol. 55, No. 4, pp. 301-310.
27. Robbins S P and Hunsaker P L (2000), Training in Management Skills, PrenticeHall, Upper Saddle River, NJ.
28. Roberson Q M and Park H J (2007), “Examining the Link Between Diversity and
Firm Performance: The Effects of Diversity of Reputation and Leader Racial
Diversity”, Group and Organization Management, Vol. 32, No. 5, pp. 548-568.
29. Salton G J (2000), “Getting a Grip on Group Behavior”, Industrial Management,
Vol. 42, No. 6, pp. 26-33.
30. Stevens M J and Campion M A (1994), “The Knowledge, Skill, and Ability
Requirements for Teamwork: Implications for Human Resource Management”,
Journal of Management, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp. 503-530.
31. Watts M and Watts R K (2008), “Developing Soft Skills in Students”, available at
http:// l08.cgpublisher.com/proposals/64/index_html
32. Whetten D A and Cameron K S (2007), Developing Managerial Skills, 7th Edition,
Prentice-Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ.

Reference # 50J-2013-06-03-01

Facilitating the Acquisition of Soft Skills Through Training

39

Copyright of IUP Journal of Soft Skills is the property of IUP Publications and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.

