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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to investigate whether managers can acquire strategic skills
using management education methods in lieu of experience. It demonstrates that experienced-based
pedagogical methods can be effective in developing traditional skills or “hard” skills and “soft” skills
such as interpersonal communication, which then facilitate the acquisition of strategic skills.

Design/methodology/approach – The paper uses data from questionnaires and achievement
scores from capstone classes to determine whether exposure to an experiential technique called
large-scale simulation can lead students to acquire traditional, soft and strategic managerial skill sets.

Findings – The results show that soft and traditional skills are complementary and together lead to
better acquisition of strategic skills and also imply that mastering soft skills may enhance the mastery
of traditional skills.

Research limitations/implications – A limitation of the research stems from the use of students
as research subjects. While this limits generalizability, it is important to remember that many such
students go on to be successful managers in large and small organizations, partly due to their
educational background. Replicating these findings with graduate and executive students is required.

Practical implications – A key practical implication is that organizations may be able to effectively
supplement their own experienced-based developmental efforts for their managerial personnel with
course-based learning.

Originality/value – The paper’s findings support an option for many firms, although this has not
received much direct empirical support. Additionally, the results support the increasing emphasis
placed on soft skills, suggesting that development of strategic skills may help managers grasp the
bigger-picture implications.
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Strategic management, Strategy, Soft skills, Simulation, Management education

Paper type Research paper

One of the assumptions of management development programs and management
education programs, alike, is that all managers will benefit from acquiring some
strategic knowledge, skills, and abilities (McManus, 1995; Summers and Summers, 1997).
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It can be argued that, regardless of functional training and responsibilities, such
strategic management skills will enhance a manager’s contribution to the firm, by
helping to enable him or her to manage in support of strategic business-level goals
(Stumpf et al., 1991).

In the business arena, too, effective managers are expected to possess strategic skills.
Here, though, strategic skill acquisition is frequently accomplished through work
experience that requires a considerable amount of time. It is not uncommon for
managers to progress through multi-year, on-the-job management development
programs, which involve ever-changing and ever-increasing responsibilities (McCall,
1998). Such programs may be formal or informal and are usually designed to provide
managers with a variety of experiences in different functions, under different managers,
and with different work groups. One of the underlying premises of this experience-based
approach is that individual and group experience enhances management competence
(Baldwin and Danielson, 1998; McCall, 1998).

There are several alternatives (or, in some cases, supplements) to long-term
experiential management development programs. One is management education
(Gómez-Mejı́a et al., 2004) in the form of short-term specialized training programs or
formal university degree or certificate programs (Boyatzis et al., 1995). Well-known
variants of this are the training programs that many firms offer to their managers
(Malik and Venkataraman, 2011). However, because of the complexity involved in
acquiring strategic management skills, the traditional classroom approach may be
relatively ineffective (Yau and Sculli, 1990). And yet, real-world experience presents its
own set of limitations. For example, as managers respond to the immediate needs of the
firm as they arise, the opportunity to experience the full range of responsibilities and
skill deployment may be limited (Garman et al., 2006).

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, problem solving) that
managers must possess, but that managers also need a set of “soft skills”
(e.g. leadership, motivation, conflict resolution) in order to be effective (Halfhill and
Nielsen, 2007; Lyons, 2007; McManus, 1995). 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 in working and
managing in a team environment (Michalisin et al., 2004a) and in effectively developing
and utilizing more diverse workforces (Qin et al., 2009; Roberson and Park, 2007).

This paper presents a model which examines several factors that influence the
acquisition of strategic management skills. The proposed model examines the influence
of individual experience and group experience on the acquisition of both traditional
management skills and “soft” skills. The model also proposes that these skill sets are
complementary and together help explain the acquisition of strategic knowledge, skills,
and abilities. In so doing, our model departs from much existing research on managerial
skills which rarely consider the acquisition of particular managerial skills as dependent
on the prior acquisition of other managerial skills. Specifically, our model indicates that
the acquisition of strategic skills may be facilitated by managers already possessing soft
and hard skills. Most prior work has generally looked at the acquisition of specific skills
independently of other skills or as a final holistic outcome comprised of all needed
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managerial skills (Al-Madhoun and Analoui, 2002; Boyatzis and Saatcioglu, 2008;
Cacioppe and Albrecht, 2000; Elmuti, 2004).

In the next section, we present the conceptual foundations for the model. Following
that, we develop our research model and the propositions which were tested. Then, we
discuss our research design and the methodology used to test the model. Results from
the statistical analysis are then presented and discussed. Our model illustrates the
impact of both individual and group experience on the acquisition of strategic skills,
and the empirical evidence supports our propositions that there are two distinct
components that facilitate the acquisition of strategic management skills.

Conceptual foundation
Managerial skills
All managers are called upon to make decisions under uncertainty (Ahmed and
Sahinidis, 2003; Fowler, 2003; Lin and Li, 2004; Nwogugu, 2003; Sniezek and Buckley,
1993), and this reality has led to continuing research interest into how these decisions are
best made (Nutt, 2011). Mintzberg (1973) and Katz (1974) were among the first to place
such decision-making activity within the larger context of a set of managerial skills that
effective managers were deemed to have acquired and mastered. These initial accounts
regarding the role of managerial skills have formed the bases for significant subsequent
research attention. One major stream has focused on determining the list of skills that
managers need to be effective. Katz (1974) originally argued for a three-part skill set
consisting of technical skills (those specific to a particular area or field), human skills
(primarily dealing with interpersonal issues) and conceptual skills (those requiring
analytic, diagnostic and integrative abilities). Subsequent work has largely built on this
initial framework, sometimes by describing how skill groupings differ on other, relevant
underlying dimensions (e.g. cognitive, emotional and social (Boyatzis and Saatcioglu,
2008)) or adding additional skills to the necessary set as the nature of managerial work
has changed over the years (Debowski, 2002; Gilinsky and Robison, 2008). Nevertheless,
this set of three basic managerial skills continues to constitute the foundation for most of
the work that followed. Peterson and Van Fleet (2004), for example, describe technical,
human and conceptual categories of skills mirroring Katz’ initial formulation. Others
(Berdrow and Evers, 2011; Evers et al., 1998) discuss skill sets such as managing self,
communicating, managing people and tasks, and mobilizing innovation and change,
which can be mapped back to Katz’ initial sets, as the essentials for individuals to
succeed in organizations. Boyatzis et al. (2002) refer to self-management (intrapersonal,
or technical, ability), relationship management (human skills) and cognitive/intellectual
ability (conceptual skills).

Starting from Katz’ three primary managerial skill sets, numerous studies have
looked to itemize more fine-grained skills, which have been dubbed competencies
(Evers et al., 1998), that managers are thought to need to be effective, coining terms like
“hard” and “soft” managerial skills as another way of depicting what managers must be
capable of doing. Skills such as analysis, critical thinking and problem solving have
been labeled so-called traditional management or “hard” skills (Michalisin et al., 2004b;
Poulet, 1988; Whetten and Cameron, 2007), growing out of a traditional list of managerial
requirements which includes skills such as planning, organizing and controlling
(Robbins and Hunsaker, 2000). Evers et al. (1998), in their exhaustive study of the
efficacy of educational programs in producing graduates with the required skill set
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sought by today’s organizations, point to, among others, planning and organizing,
problem solving skills, and coordinating as key components of their larger skill set
called “managing tasks and people,” their analog of traditional management skills.

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. These people-management responsibilities are
seen as requiring a different set of managerial skills – so-called “soft” skills. Soft skills
include providing clear communication and meaningful feedback, resolving and/or
managing conflicts, understanding human behavior in group settings (Halfhill and
Nielsen, 2007; Rapert et al., 2002; Salton, 2000; Stevens and Campion, 1994), mentoring
subordinates (Bryant, 2005), developing cohesive top management teams which have
been shown to yield better firm performance (Michalisin et al., 2004a; Schenkel and
Garrison, 2009; Schjoedt and Kraus, 2009) and facilitating the sharing of information
and knowledge, which is increasingly important in this age of competitive advantage
(Chen and Barnes, 2006; Nik et al., 2009). Evers et al. (1998), for example, specifically
note classic softer skills such as listening and working well with others as parts of their
“communication” skill set.

This distinction between hard and soft skills is frequently echoed in management
literature (Daft, 2007). For example, the well-known 7-S/McKinsey framework, which
traces its roots back to Peters and Waterman (1982) delineates between hard skills
(strategy-, structure- and systems-related skills) and soft skills such as shared values
and managerial style. A key distinction between hard and soft skills is that hard skills
tend to be easier to identify and influence and are more tangible. Softer skills are more
ambiguous and are harder to identify or assess via standard questionnaire-type
instruments (Mullen, 1997). Yet these frameworks see each set as a necessary
complement to the other.

Acquiring a high level of both traditional skills and soft skills has been seen as
enabling a manager to be more effective. Most importantly, the acquisition and
integration of these two skills sets may be a necessary precursor that helps a manager
to acquire other skills. Katz (1974) alluded to this when he described conceptual skills
as drawing on both technical and human skills. Peterson and Van Fleet (2004) discuss
“administrative” skills which have an integrative function – that is, they denote the
ability of managers to combine other skills, information and knowledge to get things
done. Others have referred to these as “strategic skills” which are characterized by the
ability to integrate information from diverse sources (Kachra and Schnietz, 2008).
Strategic skills can be traced to those first identified by Stumpf and Mullen (1991), who
identified a core set of six such skills which they suggested were instrumental for
managerial effectiveness. These were: market knowledge, managing conflict,
identifying and overcoming environmental threats, developing and enhancing
organizational strengths, entrepreneurial activity (including assessing and managing
the relationship between the firm and its environment and articulating a motivating
vision for the organization) and handling adversity. Consistent with the work of
Stumpf and Mullen (1991), recent research suggests that these strategic skills include
the integration of functional knowledge, the ability to implement ideas, and
understanding and managing complex interrelationships in organizations, industries,
and economies (Kachra and Schnietz, 2008; Liedtka, 1998a, b; Wolfe and Chanin, 1993).
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Skill acquisition
A second stream of research regarding managerial skills focuses on determining the
mechanisms best suited to enable managers (or management students) to acquire, or
learn, the necessary skills. Kolb (1984) sketched out four mechanisms that describe how
individuals learn. These are: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization, and active experimentation. Each is a combination of one element
from two primary dimensions: doing vs thinking and concrete vs abstract exposure.
These have been generally translated into the choice between learning via the classroom
(which falls at the thinking and abstract ends of the dimensions) and on-the-job training
(falling at the doing and concrete ends). Whetten and Clark (1996) described how, within
educational settings, experiential approaches can provide some of the “doing” aspect
associated with on-the-job training. This has been echoed by others. For example,
Dickinson (2000) describes how internships can provide hands-on exposure to critical
managerial experiences that might not be possible in the classroom. Elmuti (2004) states
that business games or simulations can be used within class settings thus
demonstrating a more active approach.

The typical path for managers to develop the complete range of management skills
is through work experience. Traditionally, it has also been assumed that in order to
acquire strategic management skills, work experience must be significant, extensive,
and at high levels within organizations (Liedtka, 1998a; McCall, 1998). Such a path will
expose managers to a diverse set of circumstances and challenges, providing
opportunities to acquire necessary strategic managerial skills through such experience.
Figure 1 shows the conceptual model underlying long-term experiential management
development programs. Through a combination of individual and group experiences,
managers acquire traditional management skills and soft management skills, both of
which then form the basis on which the acquisition of strategic skills is accomplished.

Post-secondary school management education is often seen as an effective
alternative to work experience, with the intention of accelerating the learning process,
often using case studies as a primary learning tool (Lyons, 2008; Whetten and Clark,
1996). The use of cases allows students to be exposed to a great variety of management
situations, and to learn traditional management skills by examining these situations
and analyzing the decisions made by real managers (Kachra and Schnietz, 2008). Many
cases also provide the opportunity to examine real outcomes and explore the
consequences of actual management decisions (Li and Baillie, 1993).

There are, however, significant limitations associated with the traditional classroom
approach, even if cases are used. These drawbacks can reduce the opportunities for

Figure 1.
Conceptual model
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students to acquire some of the key skills necessary for good management. For example,
case studies present students with a particular set of facts and circumstances asking
the question, “What should management do?” While this certainly emphasizes analytical
skills and decision-making skills under uncertainty (traditional management skills),
each case essentially presents a snapshot of a company at one point in time – a static
scenario. Cases are not dynamic and constantly changing, unlike management situations
encountered in real-time and in the real-world. Students often assume that all needed
information is retrievable when, in fact, problems in a work environment are ill-defined
and unstructured. Often case analyses do not allow students to make decisions and
explore the consequences of those decisions. The level of involvement, while greater than
lecture-based approaches, still lags behind that of on-the-job experience.

Experiential approaches have emerged to deal with some of the limitations of the
traditional classroom approach. These are typically a hybridization of traditional
education methods and real-world work experience – providing participants in an
educational setting with an idealized real-world situation that permits students to
experience, reflect, think about and act in the experiential context (Sronce and Arendt,
2009) which in turn facilitates the development of metacognitive skills and the ability
to apply concepts and skills effectively (Boggs et al., 2007). For example, Alie et al.
(1998) describe how embedding students in a simulated organization can help them
acquire a feel for real-world teamwork and the specific responsibilities of a manager.
Since a simulated management experience immerses the student in a dynamic
environment, there may be greater opportunity for the student to acquire traditional
management skills through experiential learning (Boggs et al., 2007; Teach and
Govahi, 1993). Simulation decisions can be made iteratively, if the simulation models
events over time. In this case, each round of decision-making is dependent on the
outcome of the prior processing period. Making decisions in this dynamic environment
requires continuous analyses and decision-making, and also allows students to
evaluate the merits and consequences of their ongoing decisions.

If designed properly, simulated/experiential methods may provide opportunities for
students to acquire “soft” management skills as well. In a simulated teamwork
environment, students can experience group processes and often have the opportunity
to experiment with new behaviors in a team setting (Teach and Govahi, 1993).
In addition, team environments can highlight the need for better communication and
team cohesion to improve decision-making processes (Aquino and Reed, 1998). Such
improved decision-making has been shown to lead to better performance of teams and
firms (Aquino and Reed, 1998; Michalisin et al., 2004a). Thus, a well structured
experiential environment can build participants’ skill sets over time in much the same
way as real-world work experiences do (Elmuti, 2004; Whetten and Clark, 1996).

What prior research has not addressed, though, is whether and how the acquisition
of particular skill sets affects the ability of individuals to more effectively acquire other
needed managerial skills. However, some have argued that the acquisition of soft skills
assists in the development of traditional skills (Muir, 2004). Similarly, in the case of
strategic skill acquisition, there may be an advantage for individuals to have acquired
soft and traditional managerial skills prior to attempting to acquire strategic skills.

Strategic skills, as previously described, put managers in a long-term perspective.
They are also complex and fraught with ambiguity as they involve organizational-wide
issues that span functional domains (Kachra and Schnietz, 2008; Liedtka, 1998b;
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Mintzberg et al., 1976; Stumpf and Mullen, 1991). In addition, they require a
comprehensive grasp of both internal and external environments of the organization
(Hambrick and Fredrickson, 2001). Consequently, they demand that information be
obtained and analyzed from a wide array of sources (Fredrickson and Mitchell, 1984).

Because of these factors, managers face a number of challenges regarding strategic
issues that can be addressed by being grounded in traditional and soft skills. First,
having a solid understanding of the operations of the various functional areas in an
organization seems to be a logical precursor to being able to design organizational
strategies that effectively and efficiently utilize the functional expertise of the
organization. While top-level managers typically delegate operational details to
subordinates, the extent to which they are able to understand the functional contexts
within which strategic moves will occur can enhance the success of strategic initiatives
they devise. In this regard, a mastery of traditional skills, especially those related to the
details of the various functional areas of the business, will better enable managers to
devise strategic plans that play to the organization’s strengths and improve (or avoid)
weaknesses. For this to occur, managers must be willing and able to share this
information (or to encourage others to share it) within the strategic decision-making
process (Lant and Hewlin, 2002), reinforcing the critical role of soft skills as facilitating
the exploitation of information gained through traditional skills.

The mastery of soft skills will serve to help managers uncover the necessary
information they need from both inside and outside the organization through a
manager’s ability to work effectively with others in the organization. Most managers
are not going to possess all of the information needed to plot a strategic course forward,
nor are they going to understand all of the information they do possess. Being able to
effectively motivate organizational members to contribute critical information will fill
in some of these gaps as will devising decision-making processes that increase the
likelihood that more information is considered (Aquino and Reed, 1998; Eylon and
Allison, 2002; Schweiger et al., 1986). Sharing information and encouraging joint
problem solving is also likely to minimize the likelihood of strategic blind spots
cropping up (Lant and Hewlin, 2002; Zajac and Bazerman, 1991). Chen and Barnes
(2006) have shown that a variety of leadership traits is directly related to the degree of
knowledge sharing, again suggesting a link between soft skills and strategic skills.
The openness to the opinions and viewpoints of others through knowledge sharing
also helps facilitate a manager’s understanding of the intricacies of strategic skills
themselves. Soft skills also help managers facilitate group interactions and the
development of group cohesion (Michalisin et al., 2004a) which helps managers
implement strategic plans as it permits them to better build commitment throughout
the organization. These are just a few examples of the way in which soft,
human-relation skills can enhance the effective acquisition and utilization of strategic
skills. As managers acquire these skills, possessing these precursors is thus likely to
allow them to understand the key roles they play in strategic planning and also permit
them to better grasp the nature of strategic skills as well.

From the above, it can be inferred that the acquisition of traditional and soft skills
makes managers better able to acquire and exploit strategic skills. Thus, the key
question this study seeks to answer is whether traditional and soft managerial skills
help in the acquisition of strategic skills by managers.
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Research model
The research model we developed depicts this temporal ordering of skill acquisition by
managers. Since a primary goal of long-term experiential management development
programs is the development of high-level strategic skills by participants, determining
whether there are necessary precursors to this mastery is important. Both work
experience and post-secondary management education seem to embody a process which
establishes a basic skill set containing traditional management and soft skills upon which
strategic skills are built. Our model reflects this ordering. Our conceptual model shows
that both of these skills are necessary for the acquisition of strategic management skills.
We also note that theMastery of Soft Skillswill influence theMastery ofTraditional Skills.
In addition, the model suggests that both individual and group experiences contribute to
both traditional and soft skill mastery. As previously noted, prior individual and group
experiences help foster the acquisition of managerial skills and the building of managerial
competence. Baldwin and Danielson (1998) describe how such experiences can help
managers identify new challenges their businesses face, while also noting that they can
serve to blind managers to the way these new challenges differ from those in the past.
From a group perspective, they note the necessity for managers to be able to create teams
of change agents and to develop effective firm-wide networks of resources on which they
can draw when needed. Our model is consistent with this idea as it suggests that the
experiences of the participants throughout a management development program will
influence skill acquisition. Accordingly, the following four propositions will be tested:

P1. The acquisition of strategic skills is a function of and requires the mastery of
both traditional and soft management skills.

P2. The mastery of traditional skills is a function of mastery of soft skills.

P3. The mastery of traditional skills is a function of both group experiences and
individual experiences.

P4. The mastery of soft skills is a function of both group experiences and
individual experiences.

In addition, it must also be recognized that the expectations of individuals and
managers prior to entering a management development program is also likely to
influence their skill acquisition throughout the program. These observations lead to the
following propositions:

P5. Mastery of traditional skills is a function of the expectation of traditional
skills acquisition.

P6. Realized individual experience is a function of expectation of individual
experience.

P7. Mastery of soft skills is a function of expectation of soft skills acquisition.

Taken together, our seven propositions yield the research model shown in Figure 2.

Research design and methods
We tested our research model using a simulated management experience which
emphasized active, experiential learning in a team work environment. Subjects for the

Acquisition of
strategic skills

1011



www.manaraa.com

study were 419 graduating seniors in the capstone course in business administration at
two US universities over a one academic year period (2004-2005). The course was
designed to simulate a management experience and emphasized active, experiential
learning. A large-scale simulation approach was used. This approach is an intricate
combination of theoretical concepts, role play, and the use of a computer business
simulation (Parente, 1995).

Specifically, the course simulated a team work environment, and each student
assumed the role of a particular functional manager or the CEO in his/her firm. Each
team/firm competed against the other teams/firms in the class in a multi-industry,
multi-period, computer simulation. By competing in the computer simulation, all teams
were required to make managerial decisions in a dynamic, competitive environment.
The simulated environment was not constrained by a fixed market size but rather was
a function of the simulation competition and decision-making in each industry as well
as the simulation economy. In addition, each team was required to produce a number of
class projects, called deliverables, which were relevant to a variety of different
stakeholders of their firm (e.g. annual report, operations plan, and corporate strategic
plan). Each deliverable was structured in such a way as to require each group to work
together as a team in its preparation. The simulated management environment was
continued throughout the 15-week period of the course. Data were collected over
multiple semesters.

Participants in the study included 12 course sections, 86 teams, and three different
professors at two public universities in the USA. About 59 percent of the sample was
male and 83 percent was white with the balance Asian, African-American, and
Hispanic. Nearly a quarter of the sample was non-traditional students while 83 percent
had less than five years of work experience. The distribution of academic majors of the
students indicates that no one functional area dominated (accounting ¼ 29 percent,
marketing ¼ 27 percent, management ¼ 20 percent, finance ¼ 16 percent,

Figure 2.
Research model
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management information systems ¼ 8 percent) although MIS was the least
represented.

Students were placed on teams via an industry-like practice of resume presentation,
interview, and hiring by CEOs. A similar practice was used for hiring CEOs, who were
interviewed and selected by former participants prior to the interview sessions for the
remainder of the classes.

Student participants were surveyed within one week of being placed on a team using an
instrument that contained measures of students’ expectations for the course and their
academic and occupational background. This initial survey gathered information on a
priori ideas of the students on the objectives and expectations for the upcoming
experience, based on very little direct experience. At most, the students would have had
access to the syllabus and to information from students who had taken the course
previously. A post-experience survey was conducted to assess the extent of the acquisition
of strategic management skills, and the mastery of traditional and soft managerial skills,
as well as the students’ perceptions of their actual experiences in the course.

Model constructs
From the pre-experience surveys, we used measures of participants’ expectations of
individual and group experiences to reflect the a priori portion of the model (Figure 2).
From the post-experience surveys, we measured, ex post, participants’ assessment of
their mastery of various management skills. The eight constructs identified in Figure 2
are discussed in the following sections. The correlation matrix for all model constructs
is shown in Table I.

Dependent variable
The dependent variable in this study is the Acquisition of Strategic Skills. It was
assessed on the post-experience questionnaire. Five items were developed to assess the
degree to which students felt that they had acquired the typical skills associated with
strategic management. These included the ability to translate goals into actions,
understand the way an organization’s subsystems needed to integrate to achieve
organizational effectiveness, the ability to integrate functional knowledge, the ability
to make analytical decisions, and the ability to make decisions based on incomplete
information. They were all measured on a five-point Likert scale to assess whether the
student felt that she/he had acquired the particular skill during the class (scale end
points were: “1 – strongly disagree” and “5 – strongly agree”).

Soft skills
The Mastery of Soft Skills construct is composed of items that describe the acquisition
of soft, i.e. people-oriented, management skills. These were measured on a five-point
Likert scale anchored by “1 – strongly disagree” and “5 – strongly agree” indicating
whether the student felt they had acquired these skills or not. There were four items
assessed which built on previous work identifying particular soft skills (Halfhill and
Nielsen, 2007). These included capturing the student’s ability to work as a member of a
management team, communicate with peers, work in a group environment and
participate in group problem solving. The degree to which students might have
expected to develop or enhance these skills during the course may have affected the
degree to which the characteristics of the large-scale simulation approach were
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effective in helping the student to acquire and/or improve such skills. To capture this,
the measure Expectation of Soft Skills was assessed on the pre-experience survey.
Three items were assessed and included the degree to which the student expected to
improve his/her ability to provide feedback to others, learn to resolve conflicts and
increase her/his ability to communicate clearly and effectively.

Hard (traditional) skills
Traditional skills are represented in this study by two constructs. The Mastery
of Traditional Skills was assessed by three items on the post-experience questionnaire
that captured the degree to which the student felt she/he had improved his/her ability
to blend real-world business experience with class theory, become more aware of the
types of problems real-world businesses face and broadened her/his understanding of
day-to-day business problems as a result of the course experience. Similar to what was
done for our soft skills measure, the student’s expectation of how the course experience
would affect their mastery of traditional skills (Expectation of Traditional Skills) was
assessed on the pre-experience survey. This expectation was measured by five items
including the degree to which the student thought the class experience would increase
her/his ability to identify problems, integrate functional knowledge, increase business
planning competence, increase confidence in solving practical problems and learn how
to make decisions on incomplete information. These were assessed using six-point
Likert scale questions anchored by “1 – not at all” and “6 – very much.”

Individual experience
Individual experience in this study is represented by two constructs. The Realization of
Individual Experience was assessed by three items on the post-experience survey.
These items asked participants to evaluate the experience on the extent to which the
class helped them to clarify career interests, become more introspective about
themselves (understand themselves better), and experiment with new behaviors. These
were assessed with six-point Likert scales anchored by “1 – not at all” and “6 – very
much”.

Expectation of Individual Experience represents the respondents’ anticipation
that they would gain the individual experiences identified and measured by the
pre-experience survey. These items were the same three items measured by the
post-experience survey.

Group experience
Two constructs were used to assess participants’ perceptions on key group-related
processes that have been previously tied to overall group experiences and outcomes in
classroom experiences using simulations (Gosenpud and Miesing, 1992). These were
taken from Gosenpud and Miesing’s (1992) study that examined the impact of group
cohesion and formalization (among other factors) on simulation performance outcomes.
For group cohesion, participants were asked on the post-experience questionnaire the
extent to which:

. their group relations were friendly;

. their group relations were harmonious; and

. their group had an open atmosphere.
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These were assessed on a five-point Likert scale with end points of “1 – strongly
disagree” and “5 – strongly agree.” A high score indicates that members of the group
were supportive and felt that all could participate in the operation of the group.

Group Formalization was measured using four items taken from Gosenpud and
Miesing (1992) that measured the extent to which participants felt their team:

(1) established strong leadership;

(2) was organized;

(3) was methodical; and

(4) was purposeful.

These were assessed on a five-point Likert scale with end points of “1 – strongly
disagree” and “5 – strongly agree.” Purposeful, organized and methodical groups
would score high on this scale, as would a group that had good leadership, allocation of
tasks, and a formalized decision-making process.

Analytical methods and results
Table I contains the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics for all measures.
The constructs were all normalized and thus show a mean of 0.00 and a standard
deviation of 1.00. All correlations of 0.11 or more are significant at the 0.05 level.

Constructs
We used structural equation methods (SEM) to test our model. Specifically, we first
assessed the degree to which each of the observed variables (our survey measures) was
significantly related to its underlying (latent) construct in the measurement model.
Results of these analyses showed that the components of each underlying construct
loaded on the construct as expected. The standardized loading factors for the items on
the constructs are shown in Table II. As is evident, all the individual item loadings
were high, and all (except the fixed item for each construct) were significant at the
p , 0.001 level.

Measurement model
We then tested the measurement model for goodness of fit. The model fit indices are also
reported in Table II. All of the indices exceeded typically accepted standards for
goodness of fit. Three measures are noteworthy. First the x 2 goodness of fit measure
was significant at the p ¼ 0.001 level. Second, the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) of 0.038 was below the ideal level of 0.05 (Brown and Cudeck,
1993), demonstrating good model fit. Third, the comparative fit index (CFI) (Bentler,
1990) is considered to be a robust indicator of model fit, and it is recommended that the
value be above 0.90. Our model had a CFI of 0.969, providing evidence of good model fit.

Structural model
Results of the structural model are shown in Figure 3. All predicted paths are shown, and
those paths that were significant ( p , 0.001) are shown as a solid line, while those paths
that were not significant are shown as a dotted line. The correlations between each of the
pre-experience constructs are shown in Figure 3, as well as the R 2 value for each
predicted variable in the model. The model fit indices are listed below the structural
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Construct and items
Standardized parameter

estimate

Expectation of soft skills
Expect to increase ability to provide appropriate feedback 0.73 (fixed)
Expect to learn to help people resolve conflicts 0.72 * * *

Expect to increase ability to communicate clearly and effectively 0.77 * * *

Expectation of individual experience
Expect to experiment with new behavior 0.72 * * *

Expect to clarify career interests 0.64 (fixed)
Expect to become more introspective about self 0.81 * * *

Expectation of traditional skills
Expect to gain confidence in ability to solve practical problems 0.77 * * *

Expect to increase competence for planning business operations 0.71 * * *

Expect to integrate learning from functional areas 0.67 * * *

Expect to increase ability to identify problems 0.76 (fixed)
Expect to learn how to make decisions with incomplete information 0.67 * * *

Group cohesion
Open atmosphere 0.86 (fixed)
Harmonious relations 0.86 * * *

Friendly relations 0.88 * * *

Group formalization
Strong leadership 0.71 * * *

Organization 0.88 * * *

Methods 0.85 * * *

Purpose/goals 0.84 (fixed)
Realization of individual experience
Experimented with new behavior 0.70 (fixed)
Clarified career interests 0.58 * * *

Became more introspective about self 0.80 * * *

Mastery of traditional skills
Understanding of day-to-day business problems 0.91 * * *

Awareness of real-world business problems 0.92 * * *

Ability to integrate business reality with classroom theory 0.82 (fixed)
Mastery of soft skills
Ability to communicate with peers 0.90 (fixed)
Ability to work in group environment 0.91 * * *

Ability to work as part of management team 0.91 * * *

Ability to participate in group problem solving 0.82 * * *

Acquisition of strategic skills
Ability to translate goals into actions 0.88 (fixed)
Understand need to integrate organization subsystems for
effectiveness 0.82 * * *

Understand the importance of goal setting 0.83 * * *

Ability to make decisions with incomplete information 0.83 * * *

Ability to integrate functional knowledge 0.80 * * *

Ability to think analytically in decision-making 0.84 * * *

Notes: Significant at: *p , 0.05, * *p , 0.01 and * * *p , 0.001; model fit indices: goodness of fit (x 2)
with 491 degrees of freedom ¼ 789.47 ( p ¼ 0.000); root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) ¼ 0.038; root mean square residual (RMR) ¼ 0.069; goodness of fit
index (GFI) ¼ 0.901; adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) ¼ 0.881; comparative fit index
(CFI) ¼ 0.969

Table II.
Constructs and items
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model in Figure 3. As was the case for the measurement model, all of the model fit indices
exceeded typically accepted standards for goodness of fit.

P1 linked the acquisition of strategic skills to the prior mastery of traditional and
soft skills. This proposition was tested by inspection of the structural model. As shown
in Figure 3, Mastery of Traditional Skills had a direct effect on the dependent variable
(b ¼ 0.57, p , 0.001) as did Mastery of Soft Skills (b ¼ 0.40, p , 0.001). In addition,
Mastery of Soft Skills affected the Acquisition of Strategic Skills indirectly through
Mastery of Traditional Skills (b ¼ 0.57, p , 0.001).

These results provide substantial support for P1 and P2. The model proposed direct
relationships between both Mastery of Traditional Skills and Mastery of Soft Skills and
the Acquisition of Strategic Skills, both of which emerged in our analysis. The fact that
the model also shows that Mastery of Soft Skills predicts Mastery of Traditional Skills
which, in turn, predicts Acquisition of Strategic Skills may indicate that for individuals,
mastering soft skills represents a necessary precursor to mastering both the
acquisition of strategic skills and traditional managerial skills. That is, without
the ability to interact effectively with others on multiple dimensions, individuals have
difficulty in developing a wide range of managerial skills in organizational and
educational settings.

P3 and P4 focused on the link between individual and group experiences and the
subsequent mastery of traditional skills and soft skills. Relative to P3, results in
Figure 3 show that group experiences do not predict Mastery of Traditional Skills
(Group Formalization to Mastery of Traditional Skills path: b ¼ 20.04, not significant),
and Realization of Individual Experience is negatively predictive of Mastery of
Traditional Skills (b ¼ 20.19, p , 0.001) – contrary to our proposition.

P4 was partially supported by the structural model which shows that Group
Cohesion predicts Group Formalization (b ¼ 0.67, p , 0.001), which in turn predicts

Figure 3.
Structural model
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Mastery of Soft Skills (b ¼ 0.30, p , 0.001). These results indicate that when
participants felt that their teams were more cohesive, they were also more formalized.
This may indicate that more cohesive groups were better able to institute formal
processes in their teams (e.g. procedures, methods, purposes) than less-cohesive
groups. This greater formalization seemed to better facilitate participants’ mastery of
soft skills (and indeed may represent demonstration of this fact).

However, Realization of Individual Experience is negatively predictive of Mastery
of Soft Skills (b ¼ 20.21, p , 0.001), contrary to P4. Interestingly, the Realization of
Individual Experience is a negative predictor of both the Mastery of Soft Skills and the
Mastery of Traditional Skills. Perhaps, the focus on individualized learning actually
“gets in the way” of the larger learning in these settings.

P5 and P7 addressed the linkages between participants’ expectations regarding
acquiring traditional and soft skills and their subsequent ability to, in fact, master
them. P6 referred to the linkage between expectations regarding individual
experiences and actual individual experiences.

Figure 3 shows that only one direct effect on the Mastery of Soft Skills or Mastery of
Traditional Skills emerged from the expectations, providing only limited support for
P5-P7. Figure 3 shows that participants’ Expectation of Individual Experience was
linked to the Mastery of Soft Skills through the Realization of Individual Experience
(b ¼ 0.58). However, the relationship was negative (b ¼ 20.21), indicating that the more
participants expected the class experience would help them in areas such as clarifying
career interests, experimenting with new behaviors and becoming introspective, the less
they felt they mastered soft skills as a function of these class experiences. Further, the
Expectation of Individual Experience is linked to the Mastery of Traditional Skills
indirectly through the Realization of Individual Experience. Again, the relationship
was negative (b ¼ 20.19) probably indicating that the higher their expectations for the
class, the less they felt at the end that they had mastered the traditional skills.

The single significant direct effect from the expectations is shown by the path from
the Expectation of Soft Skills to the Mastery of Soft Skills (b ¼ 20.15), although again
the relationship was negative. The results regarding P7 are significant, but not in the
direction proposed, indicating that the higher the expectation, the lower the perceived
mastery of soft skills.

P5 which proposes that the Mastery of Traditional Skills is a function of the
Expectation of Traditional Skills is not supported as shown by the dotted line for the
non-significant path from the expectation to mastery (b ¼ 20.04). Thus, there is no
relationship between expectations and mastery of traditional skills.

Figure 3 also shows that Realization of Individual Experience was in turn affected by
the expectation of participants to have these experiences (Expectation of Individual
Experience; b ¼ 0.58). These results seem to suggest that when participants are heavily
focused on individual goals (to the extent that they expect to build on them and in fact
do so), they may become distracted or prevented from acquiring more
interpersonally-related (soft) managerial skills.

Finally, the overall predictive nature of the structural model in its various
components was quite strong. The x 2 statistic is 844.75 ( p , 0.001). Figure 3 reports
that other measures of the fit of the model such as goodness of fit (GFI ¼ 0.90) and
comparative fit index (CFI ¼ 0.97), all indicate our model fits the data quite well. R 2

figures for the various dependent relationships ranged from R 2 ¼ 0.18
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(for the antecedents of Mastery of Soft Skills) to R 2 ¼ 0.43 for the antecedents of
Mastery of Traditional Skills and R 2 ¼ 0.44 for the precursors of Group Formalization.
Of greatest interest, the final model explained 77 percent of the variability in the
dependent variable, Acquisition of Strategic Skills, and is significant at the p , 0.001
level. These results indicate that, at least within the settings studied, that the various
constructs in our model were critical precursors to participants’ development of soft,
traditional and, ultimately, strategic managerial skills.

Discussion
The complexity involved in acquiring strategic knowledge, skills, and abilities is
evident from the final structural model that emerged and is shown in Figure 3. As we
expected, the model illustrates that there are complementary skill sets – soft skills and
traditional skills – which lead to the acquisition of strategic skills. In addition, each of
these skill sets is influenced to varying degrees by individual and group experiences
and, less so, by individuals’ expectations.

Closer examination of the model, however, reveals some interesting results which
were not expected and which present some food for thought. The most striking result is
the important role of Mastery of Soft Skills in the model. First of all, both the Group
Formalization and Realization of Individual Experience variables directly predict
Mastery of Soft Skills, while only the Expectation of Individual Experience directly
predicted Mastery of Traditional Skills. This latter relationship was negative and this
result is consistent with the negative relationship between Realization of Individual
Experience and Mastery of Soft Skills. Note that the Expectation of Individual
Experience played an interesting role in the model. As previously mentioned these
relationships seem to suggest that a heavy focus by participants on their own
individual growth and development (either in expectation or realization) may interfere
with their ability to effectively master other skills that a management development
process may emphasize. Clearly, one issue that this raises is for such development
programs to carefully balance the attention paid to individual outcomes and those
that can have a wider organizational impact. With appropriate framing of how these
two outcomes (learning more about oneself and learning traditional management and
interpersonal skills which are applicable in a wide array of organizational settings) can
mutually reinforce one another, a management development program may be able to
strike the appropriate balance between these two. For example, the degree to which an
individual might clarify career interests can affect the way they interact with others
whose career interests might differ from their own. A sensitively designed
management development program can help the participant see the linkage between
these two and recognize that both are important outcomes. This realization can
minimize the extent to which they might be construed as mutually exclusive results.

The multiple paths leading to Mastery of Soft Skills (and explaining 18 percent of
the variability in the construct) clearly demonstrate that the mastery of soft skills is
affected by several factors, including those related to group interaction and an
individual’s own experiences and expectations. In addition, the mastery of soft skills
appears to facilitate the mastery of traditional skills, making soft skills a seemingly
necessary complement to traditional skills’ role in the acquisition of strategic skills. So,
while both skill sets appear to be needed to effectively acquire strategic skills, they
themselves appear to have a temporal ordering working between them.
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Soft skills appear to be a necessary facilitating mechanism for further management
development. This makes some logical sense as these interpersonal skills can affect the
sharing of information and the way in which organizational members come to perceive
and understand the environments around them. Without this ability, individuals
would be left pretty much on their own as they improve and expand the skills they
acquire. While we maintain that each of these skills sets is essential for successful
management, it is worthwhile noting that traditional skills such as manager’s ability to
understand real-world business problems occur in organizational settings of human
interaction. Our results suggest that a manager’s ability to perform well within these
interactions is a necessary precursor to his or her successful mastery and application of
traditional managerial skills.

Implications for research, practice, and/or society
The implications for managers and management development are quite clear. These
results suggest that acquiring higher levels of soft skills – people skills, group skills,
and leadership skills – will, in turn, improve managers’ traditional skills which in turn
will help managers increase their strategic knowledge, skills, and abilities. These
results certainly give credence to the increasing emphasis recently being placed on
“soft skills” in management development and management education programs.

Our results also suggest, to the degree possible, that academic attempts to “mimic”
the work environment should focus most strongly on the interactions between students
and the team-related structures that are created in the educational setting. Omitting
this component may compromise the program’s educational learning objectives as well
as skew what participants may ultimately take back with them to their organizations.

It is also interesting to look at the impact of individual experience and group
experience in the final model. Note that the sign on the relationship between Expectation
of Individual Experience and Realization of Individual Experience is positive. This
implies that those with high expectations (perhaps the high achievers previously noted)
actually realized these expectations through the individual experiences in which they
were involved. Of course, this also implies that those with low expectations for
individual experience got the kind of outcomes relating to individual experience that
they were anticipating. This may be an instance of a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby
these students, starting out with low expectations, behaved in ways that were more
likely to produce experiences that were deemed less than satisfactory. (But this may not
be all bad news, because lowRealization of Individual Experience led to higherMastery of
Soft Skills).

When the paths through the Group Experience constructs are examined, an even
richer picture unfolds. The positive sign on the link from Group Cohesion to Group
Formalization implies that more cohesive groups tended to have more formalization –
more structure and rules. It seems clear that such highly cohesive groups were better
able to institute the additional structures associated with higher formalization and
consequently may have also been more capable of accomplishing their tasks. These
groups had two things working for them: the willingness of group members to step up
and support each other (cohesion) and the necessary structure so that they were in
closer agreement on what was needed to be accomplished. Groups with less cohesion,
though, seemed to doubly suffer as they were also unable to take advantage of the
effectiveness and efficiency improvements that formalization frequently provides.
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Our results suggest that among our participants some threshold level of group
cohesion appears to have been necessary in order to develop more formalized group
processes. This outcome casts some doubt on those (Bettenhausen, 1991) who have
described formalization as a possible substitute for some of the benefits that cohesion
provides to groups. For example, formalization can provide the necessary structure to
coordinate activities that higher levels of coordination found in cohesive groups seems
to provide (Dobbins and Zaccaro, 1986). While other work has shown that teams
benefit from both cohesion and formalized structures (Tekleab et al., 2009), this issue
clearly warrants further attention to more clearly understand the circumstances where
cohesion and formalization are both required and those where one may be an effective
substitute for the other.

Also, the results of this study support the delay of exposure to strategic issues until
the foundations are mastered. This lends support for strategy to be the capstone course
in a business program.

Another potential implication for the education of managers has to do with the
organization of the management class. Given that there is a clear result of strategic
skill acquisition in the study, it is important to note that this class, unlike many
business capstone classes that concentrate on firm level strategy, implements role play
by function and focuses on the functional interaction and synergy in the operation of a
business. The students are able to ascertain and practice how their specific disciplines
of study can contribute to the competitive advantage of a firm. Future instructors may
wish to consider this approach to a capstone experience.

Limitations, future research and conclusion
One of the limitations of the present study is the use of undergraduate college students
as subjects. However, many prior studies have used similar samples to examine a wide
range of organizational phenomena, where generalizing from this group may not be
inappropriate. For example, a study by Tosi et al. (1997), used college students to study
decision-making. Thoms et al. (2002) conducted a similar study using both college
student teams and hospital teams on the behavior of self-managed work teams with
nearly identical results. These results provide some supportive evidence that our use of
college students was appropriate and that studies drawing from this population do not
necessarily hinder generalizabilty.

An additional limitation is that the simulated management experience was only
15 weeks long. Such an accelerated management learning experience may not reflect
actual managerial skill acquisition over a longer time period. If these current results are
valid, however, it would be reasonable to expect that the participants in this study with
higher scores in the Acquisition of Strategic Skills should have commensurately higher
organizational positions, responsibilities, and salaries after graduation. Additional
study would be very advantageous to enable the examination of such longitudinal
relationships.

Another limitation is the potential for common-methods bias. All of our measures
were obtained from questionnaires given to the course participants. Thus, there is a
possibility that our results stemmed from the use of a common method of data collection
as opposed to actual group and individual outcomes. While we cannot completely
rule out common-methods bias, there are a number of reasons that we suspect it was low
in this study. First, the responses by participants to the various questions were obtained
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on two questionnaires separated by three months, which reduced the likelihood that
contextual cues, respondents’ moods or other extraneous stimuli were systematically
similar at both times (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In addition, if common-methods bias were
operating, it would be expected that the correlations between the various measures
would be quite high. This is not the case. Even though the correlations are significant,
most are modest.

Finally, the present study did not compare results obtained using the described
methodology to those using a different skill acquisition or management development
technique. It is possible that similar results could be obtained through radically different
approaches that in no way attempt to model the real-world. Indeed, a traditional
lecturing method cannot be ruled out as capable of generating similar outcomes based on
our results. It is therefore necessary to replicate this study utilizing appropriate control
groups to fully gauge the effectiveness and uniqueness of the methods used in this study.
Nevertheless, the fact that our results do seem to mirror those obtained through
real-world experiences provides some positive evidence that academic approaches can
be fashioned to deliver similar experiences, with similar results.

Overall, this research showed that soft skills and traditional management skills are
complementary and together lead to better acquisition of strategic skills. These results
imply that the Mastery of Soft Skills may enhance the Mastery of Traditional
Management Skills. Consequently, it would seem that the recent emphasis being placed
on soft skills in Master of Business Administration (MBA) and other management
programs is well founded, and may, indeed, help enable managers to understand the
bigger picture of their organizational environments. On the other hand, our findings
provide a counterpoint to more recent moves by management programs, MBA
programs in particular, to move some or all of the strategy courses taught to the
beginning of the program. The argument here is that students will then be able to use
the insights and tools gained from this early exposure to more fully understand how
the functional areas contribute to the overall organization and influence its objectives
and outcomes as they take marketing, accounting and other functionally-based
courses. While this paper is not the place for us to resolve this question (or indeed, to
address it at length), our results do seem to indicate that delaying part or all of the
students’ exposure to strategic issues until traditional and softer skills have been
mastered might be in order. Put another way, our results suggest that ideas such as
Kachra and Schnietz’s (2008) that there are three types of integration that capstone
courses should attempt to engage may be easier to realize if a temporal ordering of
these types of integration is recognized. Barring that, however, this study suggests that
such strategic issues should be introduced in an environment that expects to build on a
foundation of both hard and soft skill sets simultaneously. Without these building
blocks, students might just see the bigger organizational picture as an undifferentiated
landscape where the role and importance of individual skill sets and their
interdependence is overlooked.
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